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Abstract 
Rebels, Artists and the Reimagined City:  
An ethnographic examination of graffiti culture in Philadelphia 
 
Tyson Mitman 
 
 
 
This work is an ethnographic examination of how graffiti writers in Philadelphia 
produce the work they produce and how, through the production of that work, they 
construct new subjective selves and build new social spaces. It begins by offering a 
historical account of the emergence and development of graffiti as a practice. It then 
describes how the practice of writing graffiti became a sub (or counter) culture within 
the city due to how it was reacted to by city authorities and how writers then reacted 
to this interpretation of what they were doing. It further describes how the aesthetic 
practices specific to Philadelphia’s graffiti culture emerged and why, and how the 
way city officials publicly constructed the idea of graffiti caused differing city 
authorities (the police and the courts) to consider the crime of graffiti to carry 
differing forms of socially destructive severity.  Additionally, it explains the complex 
internal systems of rules and politics that govern how graffiti writers think about and 
interact with the physical spaces that comprise the city, how they negotiate their 
position and status within the graffiti community and how they establish the rules for 
handling interpersonal conflicts when they arise. It then offers a theoretical account 
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for how the work that graffiti writers do causes them to literally see and interact with 
the city differently than other citizens and how graffiti on the landscape of the city 
offers all citizens the opportunity to conceptually reconsider how city spaces can 
appear. It then addresses why city spaces appear the way they do. Further it offers the 
idea that graffiti engages with the concept of who has the authority to physically and 
visually decide how the city landscape appears and how the right to those decisions 
are debated between those with the legal and financial authority to decide them and 
those who alter them without (though sometimes with) permission. It concludes by 
discussing issues of gender within the graffiti community and how through the work 
graffiti writers’ produce they offer a type of perpetual becoming to the urban 
landscape and to city life.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and History 
 
It Shall Be Written 
There is no place to begin but the beginning. However, when it comes to 
graffiti the beginning is a matter of some debate. There is a claim to be made that 
there was no beginning at all; that wall writing has always been part of human culture 
and modern graffiti is just another iteration of it. Cave paintings, hieroglyphics, Greek 
and Roman graffiti and modern graffiti can all be grouped together. Graffiti writers 
though eschew this idea saying it is far too encompassing. Not all wall writing is the 
same, and modern graffiti is different from other forms in the important sense that it 
is the intentional and repetitive writing of a name or moniker to represent a specific 
individual or group to grant them recognition and renown. But this is not the only 
division among graffiti writers and those who study graffiti as to when exactly it 
began. One camp claims modern graffiti has its roots as far back as the 1890’s with 
freight monikers, names adopted by hobos who rode the rails and railroad workers 
who worked them (Daniel, 2005). They wrote their assumed monikers, typically in 
grease pencil, on the sides of freight cars or carved them into the stations and on the 
benches, walls and trees along the tracks.  
Still others claim that while this is certainly a referent to what we know as 
modern graffiti it is aesthetically and axiologically too dissimilar to be considered 
modern graffiti. They claim that it was done too far from the general publics’ eye to 
be included in the same definition of modern graffiti. This group claims it is the 
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1940s Chicano gangs of southern California, specifically Los Angeles, who wrote 
their gang’s names and individual gang member’s names at the borders of their 
territories that begin to produce what would be recognizable as forms of modern 
graffiti (Gastman and Neelon, 2010). They claim these gangs began the stylized form 
of name writing (most often done in old English style lettering) and the repetitive 
writing of a name for recognition that modern graffiti builds its ethos on. But it can be 
argued that this is different from modern graffiti because it is about the demarcation 
of territory and modern graffiti, while it sometimes claims space, is not about the 
delineation of area to be possessed in some way by the writers. This camp may point 
to the “Kilroy was here” scribbles that began to appear everywhere during World War 
II as a starting point. But many discount this because it was written by so many 
people it did not refer to the specific individual who started it, so much so that many 
people have no idea who the original was.  
And then there are those who say that all these are imperfect approximations 
of what modern graffiti is, and while they have some place in the pantheon of graffiti 
history, modern graffiti really begins in Philadelphia (Powers, 1999). Whether it 
began in 1959 with “Bobby Beck in ‘59” or slightly later, around 1967, with a young 
“delinquent” who called himself Cornbread is still open to debate. But there is no 
question among those who know their graffiti lore and history that it is Cornbread 
who can be charged or thanked for being the spark that ignited the whole modern 
graffiti movement. He is the one who caught the attention of the city’s youth, the 
media and the city itself.   
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The question that should be raised at this point though, is “what is modern 
graffiti?” This is a topic that will be covered at length later, but for the time being 
allow me to define it like this: modern graffiti is the repeated stylized writing of a 
name or symbol on public space in an effort to gain recognition both for the name or 
symbol and the individual producing it. The type of space claiming that modern 
graffiti makes than is the claiming of the space created by the writing of the name of 
symbol, i.e. the space of the literal ink or paint construction of the tag, throw-up or 
piece (though a small amount of the area around the tag or throw-up or piece can be 
important to a graffiti writer too. Writing too close to another writer’s work can get a 
writer charged with the offense of “crowding.”) Graffiti in this sense is about 
acknowledgment and respect. Noted graffiti writer Steve “Espo” Powers has said, 
“Graffiti is a language of the ignored” (Powers, 1999). He means that individuals who 
feel disenfranchised and overlooked in some way produce graffiti, and that the graffiti 
they produce is misinterpreted by the preponderance of those who observe it. The 
populace misunderstands the motivations for doing it and fails to comprehend what 
the graffiti itself is saying visually, ideologically and (sometimes) politically. As 
such, the meaning of the acts of graffiti gets lost, ignored and reconstructed through 
media and government channels. But to understand why graffiti writers feel they are 
an ignored sub(or counter)culture, and to understand why cities and city officials 
react to graffiti and graffiti writers as they do we have to understand how graffiti 
emerged, how the media and city officials reacted to it, and how each responded to 
changes in the others’ positioning and behavior. I am going to first recount the history 
of graffiti and the culture it produced in Philadelphia, and I am then going to examine 
 10 
the way the mainstream media and the city reacted to it. When it comes to 
Philadelphia graffiti history there is really only one place to start, with the legend of 
Philadelphia’s own Cornbread. 
Graffiti History from Graffiti Writers’ Perspective 
The story goes (and it is just that, a story, passed from person to person, 
through time until it became either folklore or fact) that Darryl “Cornbread” McCray 
began his graffiti writing career in 1965 in the Youth Development Center (YDC) 
juvenile detention facility.  The YDC housed many young gang members who would 
write their gang’s name and their own personal gang nicknames within the facility. 
And while Cornbread was not interested in joining a gang—in fact he claims graffiti 
helped keep him out of gangs— he was interested in the type of fame, respect and 
recognition that those individuals were receiving. He wanted to build his reputation 
by writing a name as they had. But he was still short a name. That is until a cook in 
the detention center lobbed an insult at him that he turned into graffiti history.  
Cornbread’s grandmother was southern, and she would make cornbread for 
family dinners. When Cornbread was in YDC all the cafeteria offered was white 
bread. Cornbread pestered and annoyed the cooks with his demand for cornbread so 
much that one of the cooks finally grabbed him one day and threw him towards one 
of the corrections officers saying, “keep this damned cornbread out of my kitchen.” 
The other kids began to tease him by calling him “cornbread,” but he embraced the 
new nickname. He took it as his own and began to write it all over the walls of the 
YDC. He even wrote it on the back of his shirt. Cornbread was “up” all over the 
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YDC, but it would not be until his release that the greater Philadelphia public would 
get a glimpse of it.  
By 1967 Cornbread was free and in high school. There he developed a 
particular attraction to a girl named Cynthia Custuss. His desire to get noticed by her 
made him write, “Cornbread loves Cynthia” all over the school’s hall and on her 
locker. He would show up to her classes before her and write it on her desk, he even 
wrote it along her bus route and on the walls of her neighborhood where she would 
see (what’s a good origin story without a little romance). As if all of this were not 
romantic enough, Cornbread had done all of this as a secret admirer. He had 
befriended Cynthia, but introduced himself as Darryl. She had no idea who this 
Cornbread, who was so infatuated with her that he was publicly professing his love, 
was. That is until one day she saw the same inscription in one of Cornbread’s 
schoolbooks. She made the connection and fell in love. But the romance would not 
last. Cynthia would soon move schools ending the young dalliance.  
But the practice that had gotten him noticed by Cynthia had also gotten him 
noticed by a lot of other people too and it had become something of an obsession for 
him as well. He was starting to cultivate a street reputation and he very much liked 
the notoriety. So he kept working. He broke into the bus storage barns and wrote his 
name on all the busses. He walked the bus routes and painted his name along them. 
He wrote Cornbread in every neighborhood he went, which were largely in North 
Philadelphia. But he inspired others and not long after he started writing graffiti 
writers like Chewy and Kool Klepto Kidd and Cool Earl began to write their names in 
their West Philadelphia neighborhoods too. While these two sections of the city were 
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both writing graffiti and occasionally seeing each other’s work, these writers did not 
know each other and their graffiti was largely localized to their neighborhoods. They 
went to different schools, hung around with different groups of kids and were 
geographically separated by the Schuylkill River. It would take something larger than 
any of them individually to bring them together, but what would unite them give birth 
to the city’s graffiti community, many modern graffiti practices and would forever 
place Philadelphia in the graffiti history books.  
Philadelphia in the 1960s was a city plagued with gangs. The problem was so 
bad that graffiti writer Cool Joe describes is by saying “Philadelphia was like 
Vietnam. The gangs were so bad, it’s…it’s a wonder I’m still alive.” (Moran, 2010) 
The gangs he is referring to were mostly contained within their neighborhoods and 
often took their gang names from the block or intersection that they considered to be 
their turf. Though there were large, organized gangs like The Oxford Nation, The 
Hilltop Hustlers, The Moon in west Philadelphia, and The Valley in north 
Philadelphia; most gangs were smaller local outfits. Just about every impoverished 
neighborhood had them. There were enough to warrant Temple University professor 
Harold Haskins making a short film called “The Jungle” (1968) about what life in the 
12th and Oxford gang. It showed the danger and struggle of everyday life of gang 
members in order to deter school children from joining them.  
Whether or not “The Jungle” had any effect on children joining gangs is open 
to discussion, but by the mid-1960s some of the gang-plagued neighborhoods were 
seeing a new type of youth organization emerge. They called themselves social clubs. 
They were organizations full of gang-aged kids who did not want to participate in the 
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violence of street gangs but did want to get the sense of camaraderie, respect and 
social opportunity that group membership offered. The clubs were about “being cool, 
who dressed the best, how you carried yourself, your conduct.” Cornbread explains 
(Gastman & Neelon, 2010. p. 50). Though a few of these groups grew out of gangs 
they were different than the street gangs who were largely motivated by control of 
territory. These clubs were more interested in hosting parties and meeting girls than 
holding down turf. As such they were treated differently than gangs. Parents liked the 
social clubs. They saw them as a positive alternative to gang life and would often 
offer up their basements or other space in their homes for the social clubs’ functions. 
Kool Klepto Kidd says, “We would have to get permission [for parties] from the 
parents, but they loved it because is wasn’t a negative thing.” (Gastman & Neelon, 
2010. p. 50).  
Philadelphia had a great number of these social clubs, many of which are now 
forgotten, but some of which remain to this day. Some of the more popular ones were 
the Club Odigma Experience (of which Kool Klepto Kidd was a member), Delta 
Omega Gamma, and Delta Phi Soul. To some degree they took their internal structure 
from fraternal organizations. They had presidents, vice presidents, treasurers and, 
most importantly, social ambassadors. The social ambassadors were in charge of 
organizing parties. Girls also had social clubs, like the Omega Phi Sweethearts, with 
similar structures. When a club wanted to throw a party it was the social 
ambassador’s job to get in contact with the social ambassador of the female social 
club that they wanted to throw a party with and organize the thing. 
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These clubs were often comprised of the popular neighborhood kids, and as 
graffiti became a more talked about activity these clubs sought out graffiti writers to 
join. Cornbread says that one day he saw the Delta Phi Soul club hanging out on his 
corner having fun and he wanted them to know who he was. So, he took out his can 
and tagged up “Cornbread.” He says the founder of the club, who became the writer 
Tity, rushed over and shook his hand saying that he had seen Cornbread’s name all 
over and that he was shocked and happy that he lived in the same neighborhood. 
Cornbread joined Delta Phi Soul then and there, it was 1969, and it would not be long 
before he had a bunch of the other members writing graffiti too.   
Delta Phi Soul produced some of Philadelphia’s earliest writers. Dr. Cool 
No.1, Cool Cazz, Dutch, Tee-Bop, Tity and Took all emerged from Delta Phi Soul. 
They became, in essence, Philadelphia’s first graffiti crew. While they were certainly 
not a graffiti crew in the sense the term is used today (a group of individuals who 
form together for the soul purpose of writing graffiti) they were definitely a social 
group with a graffiti habit. It is important to reiterate here that these social clubs that 
were the precursors to modern graffiti crews were absolutely not gangs. They were, in 
fact, an alternative and a reaction to the violent gangs that plagued many Philadelphia 
neighborhoods. So much so that 1970s writer Butch has said, “Our outlet to choose to 
not be in a gang was to write on the walls” (Moran, 2010). As such the modern 
graffiti crews that grew out of these social clubs also maintain that they are not in any 
way gangs. They are organizations dedicated to graffiti writing. There is no denying 
that violence occasionally creeps into the graffiti world, but when it does arise it is 
almost exclusively due to problems an individual writer has with another individual 
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writer. Not due to a systemic type of violence oriented around the control of territory 
or because those involved happen to be from rival gangs. This is important to 
remember, considering that one of the charges a graffiti writer with a crew affiliation 
can be charged with if arrested is “participating in a criminal street gang,” which can 
range in punishment from a second degree misdemeanor to a third degree felony (18 
Pa.C.S. § 5131(e)). 
What is important for the evolution of graffiti is that these social clubs 
primary function was to throw parties and get people mingling. At one party in 1969 
at the Shanahan Ballroom in West Philadelphia Cornbread saw a kid with “cool” 
written on the back of his hat and approached him asking if he was Cool Earl, the 
most prominent graffiti writer in west Philadelphia. The kid said he was, so 
Cornbread introduced himself.  At first Cool Earl did not believe him, but Cornbread 
pulled out a marker and removed all doubt. Cool Earl got really excited and called 
Chewy, another well-known west Philadelphia writer, over to introduce him. Tity, Dr. 
Cool and Tee-Bop from Delta Phi Soul were there too and by the end of the night 
they would meet other West Philadelphia graffiti writers Kool Kletpo Kidd and Cold 
Duck.  
Before this the writers had known each other by reputation alone, seeing each 
other’s work in the streets. But now that they had met they were able to put a face to 
the names they saw and the North Philadelphia and West Philadelphia graffiti writers 
were united. They went out and painted some walls that night. This was the beginning 
of the first citywide graffiti movement.  
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Now that these writers had met and formed friendships they were able to serve 
as emissaries into other parts of the city. They began to travel to each other’s 
neighborhoods. They went even farther out and ventured into as much of the city as 
they could access to get up. Cornbread, Chewy, Tity and Bobby Cool went all over to 
build their reputations. People took notice. Soon they were joined by Smooth, 
Country, Wine, Bad News Jimmy, Apache, Bingo, Cool Ronald and so many others 
that graffiti was soon everywhere. It could be seen all over the city, so much so that 
the names began to become a visual cacophony on the walls.  
In the beginning of Philadelphia graffiti writers wrote their names in simple 
script styles, but as more and more people started writing graffiti style became 
important. Since everyone was writing the same way the names all began to look the 
same and get lost on the wall. Writers wanted to stand out from the crowd and the 
style with which one wrote their name made it more noticeable and individuated. It 
also showed off a writer’s creativity. Some writers, Cornbread specifically, kept the 
simple script style, but made themselves stand out by writing their name larger than 
everyone else’s. Most, however, began to develop individual style for how they wrote 
their names. Kool Klepto Kidd elongated his Ks, Cool Earl added dips to his Cs and 
Ls. Cool Cazz began to just use one large C for both Cool and Cazz. Tity began to 
round off his Ts and he is said to be the first writer to add a peace sign after his name. 
This is a particularly important moment in Philadelphia graffiti history, because the 
peace sign after a name would evolve into the smiley-face that writers would put after 
they wrote a Philadelphia-specific tag called a Wicked or Wicket.  
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Writers innovating and borrowing other writers’ innovations and continuing 
their evolution quickly became the norm. If one writer added something new and 
interesting other writers quickly adopted it. Arrows, peace signs, smiley faces, 
question marks, dollar signs, Os-as-eyes and crowns all became normalized aspects of 
tags. Letters got bent, twisted, laid on their sides, stretched, sharpened, dulled and 
otherwise distorted. This evolution’s inception occurred very quickly after graffiti had 
become a practice and by the end of the 1960s certain Philadelphia styles were 
becoming routinized.  
As mentioned, graffiti 
writers were not gang members, 
however, they did share the 
walls they wrote on with gang 
members and there was a 
serious dialogue that occurred 
between the two groups styles. 
The gangs used tall letters that 
were vaguely Old English style 
and that touched each other. Graffiti writers took some of these elements and 
developed what came to be known as Gang Hand, or Gangster Hand. These were tall, 
extended letters with platforms on the bottom. Many writers learned this style and 
taught it to others, but it is Topcat 126 who is most remembered for it.  
Topcat 126 was a young Philadelphia graffiti writer who developed a 
particularly good-looking Gangster Hand.  But what he is most known for is taking 
Figure 1TopCat 126 Gangster Hand. The style would become 
NYC's Broadway Elegant. 
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this Philadelphia style and bringing it to New York City. Topcat 126 moved with his 
family from Philadelphia to New York City sometime around 1968-1969 (there is 
only loose consensus on this date). When he got there he hooked up with some of 
NYC’s earliest graffiti writers, Taki 183 and Julio 204 (amongst others). When they 
would go out and write the NYC writers would write their names in the simple script 
style that had emerged in Philadelphia a few years before, but Topcat 126 would 
write his name in the Philadelphia Gangster Hand style. This was a stylistic leap 
forward compared to the way NYC’s writers were writing at the time and they 
grabbed ahold of it. They adopted the style as their own and renamed it Broadway 
Elegant. In NYC this was the beginning of their style movement. Broadway Elegant 
tags would continue to evolve into tags with outlines, and then into throw-ups and 
eventually those would evolve into the early subway pieces that made NYC graffiti 
famous.  
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In Philadelphia, however, Gangster Hand did not morph into large florid 
pieces. It kept its original style and became one of the hand styles that any graffiti 
writer in Philadelphia who is worth their salt needed to know. It also helped inform 
the Philadelphia specific hand styles the Tall Print, or Tall Hand and the Wicked or 
Wicket. The tall print is just as it sounds, long tall letters that go from as high as the 
writer can reach all the way to the ground. Because of this style Philadelphia is one of 
the only cities in the world where you can see a tag as big as the space, or the writer’s 
reach, will allow. Given a large space writers from every other city will opt to paint a 
throw-up or a piece on it, but because of how graffiti developed in Philadelphia it is 
not 
uncommon to see tags as big as storefront pull-down gates or six foot high, fifteen 
foot wide tags.  
 
 Wickeds or Wickets also evolved out of and are informed by, Gangster Hand. 
And while these will be covered at 
length later it’s a good idea to begin 
to be familiar with them now. Why? 
Because they are quintessentially 
Figure 3 KAD Wicked tag 
Figure 2 Kad Tall Hand or Tall Print 
 20 
Philadelphian. And because they are borderline impossible to decipher for the 
uninitiated. Wickets, as the Philadelphia accent often has them pronounced, are 
difficult to describe. Nise NSF describes them as a “local accent.” Saying, “You can 
study them, you can even learn how to do them, but without living in the city of 
Philadelphia and starting from scratch, most likely you’ll never be able to duplicate 
one, and a local will be able to spot a fake or a forced wicked from a mile away. ” 
(Nise, 2014) Others have said that, “Wickeds are like electric whipped barbed wire 
streaks.” (Youthward, 2014) And still others simply refuse to explain the style to 
those who do not understand it, claiming that those who know know, and that those 
who do not have not earned the right to know. However they are described they are 
unique to Philadelphia. Furthermore they were not an invention or an individual 
creation. They represent an interaction and communication of aesthetic innovations 
that have advanced Philadelphia graffiti and built its reputation as a “hand styles” city 
within the graffiti world.  
All of these advances would occur as the Philadelphia graffiti scene grew up 
and came into its own. But in 1968-69 graffiti was still a new phenomenon, practiced 
by a small but increasing group of individuals who were garnering more and more of 
the attention of the rest of the city. Many social clubs were now writing graffiti. Klub 
Noble Saints (KNS), Imperial Casanova Persuaders (ICP), Klub Notorious Painters 
(KNP) all started as social clubs that became something very much like graffiti crews 
as Club Odigma Experience and Delta Phi Soul had done just a year earlier. These 
social clubs were groups of kids from the same neighborhood who hung out together 
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and wrote graffiti, but who largely staying in and around the social neighborhoods 
they constructed (Venkatesh, 2009) 
As graffiti become more popular and began to get more media coverage the 
first real graffiti crew emerged. The Hip City Swingers (HCS) were the first group 
formed exclusively for the purpose of producing graffiti. Because this was HCS’s 
goal they eschewed the neighborhood-based club formation principle that had formed 
the early clubs. Instead they took a more egalitarian approach to membership. Any 
writer, of any ethnicity, from any neighborhood could join HCS if the current HCS 
members liked them and if they were down for the HCS cause. The cause was simple, 
to be the most well-known graffiti writers in the city and to make HCS the most 
famous graffiti writing group in Philadelphia.  
As the city began to be more covered with graffiti, and the exploits of writers 
began to become shared stories in the streets. The most prolific writers became 
something like celebrities and the stories that got told about them began to fuel their 
reputations and influence their actions. It was not just street lore or the writers’ own 
bravado that garnered them celebrity status, even the newspapers recognized it. A 
Today Magazine article from May 2nd, 1971 entitled “The Aerosol Autographers, 
Why They Do It” proclaimed “Many young people think of them as folk heroes, even 
celebrities” (Padwe, 1971. p.8).  
  Media recognition began to play a part in what writers did. And the media 
even wrote about the writers on occasion, with much of the early attention was paid to 
Cornbread. On March 2nd, 1971, two months before Today Magazine was 
acknowledging writers’ dubious celebrity status, the Philadelphia Tribune ran a cover 
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story reporting that Cornbread was dead. Saying “The fantastic career of one of 
Philadelphia’s youngest and best-known graffiti artists came to a violent end 
Sunday—in a burst of gunfire outside a hotel and bar” (p. 1). The Philadelphia 
Inquirer picked up the story and Columnist Tom Fox wrote Cornbread’s obituary the 
next day. Cornbread was not dead though. What had happened was that a young man 
named Cornelius Hosey had been killed. His nickname on the street was “Corn,” 
short for Cornelius. Since he was a young black man called Corn the papers mistook 
him for Cornbread and reported Cornbread dead. Two days later both the Tribune and 
the Inquirer ran retractions and corrections. The Tribune ran another cover story with 
the headline “I’m Cornbread and I’m Alive,” (Gastman & Neelon, 2010. p.78).  And 
the Inquirer borrowed Mark Twain’s famous line, writing, “Reports of the death of 
Cornbread, the graffiti artist, are greatly exaggerated.” (Fox, 2015)  
The fact that a graffiti writer’s supposed death and reports that he was still 
alive were newsworthy events is evidence that graffiti writers were some kind of local 
celebrities, even if they were more infamous than famous. But news coverage was not 
enough for Cornbread. He knew the people who paid more attention to street lore 
than newspapers were still watching, and he felt that he needed to do more to ensure 
that everyone knew that he was still alive. So, he and Tity broke into the Philadelphia 
Zoo and covered the place in tags. Cornbread wrote “Cornbread lives” on everything. 
He even went so far as to paint it on both sides of one of the elephants. He would 
spend nine months in reform school for this. But he was now certain that everyone 
knew he was still alive, and that his local celebrity status was permanently enshrined. 
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It took a few months for him to get sentenced though. Which gave him just enough 
time to undertake his next most storied exploit.   
This one occurs in May of 1971 and is an exercise in how legend becomes 
fact. It is about how Cornbread tagged The Jackson 5’s airplane. Cornbread swears 
it’s a true story. Kool Klepto Kidd says it never happened, but says he said it was true 
when he was young and the rumor was circulating (Moran, 2010). The Today 
Magazine Article just says that Cornbread claims to have tagged a TWA 747, never 
claiming it to be the Jackson 5’s. Nonetheless, in Katie Haegele’s “No Rooftop Was 
Safe” (2001) story on Cornbread’s graffiti career the alleged event gets reported as 
fact. As it does in a 2008 article in the Reading Eagle (Negley, 2008) and in an article 
entitled “When Cornbread Was King.” (Latty, 2000) Whether or not it is true (and it 
likely is not) it shows that Cornbread is a master of his own mythology and that 
people are willing to believe a story if it is compelling enough.  
The story goes like this: Cornbread hears on the radio that the Jackson 5 are 
coming to Philadelphia to play a show, so he and many other people go down to the 
airport to meet them when they arrive. This being a different era the throngs of fans 
were allowed to meet the TWA 747 on the tarmac as the Jackson 5 exited it. In the 
excitement, as the Jackson 5 were navigating the crowd, Cornbread ran up the steps 
and tagged the side of the airplane. He then walked down the steps, through the 
excited mass and into the airport to watch the plane and his name take off into the 
sky. He knew that this act would get covered by the media because of how high-
profile the Jackson 5 were, and because, while graffiti was all over much of the city, 
nobody had ever tagged a plane before. Cornbread, a local celebrity, claims he caught 
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national attention for this (though no other than his own telling of the story could be 
unearthed). And this time when someone came looking for him it wasn’t the police. It 
was Hollywood filmmakers who came knocking. They wanted to make a movie about 
urban graffiti writers and wanted to base their main character on Cornbread. But the 
deal went south when Cornbread got a lawyer and fees to license his story could not 
be agreed upon. A movie using Cornbread’s name eventually got made though. It was 
called Cornbread, Earl and Me, but it was about urban youth in Chicago playing 
basketball. To this day Cornbread feels as though he was robbed of his story and 
cheated out of money by this.  
By 1971 graffiti was more than just a trend among urban youth. It was 
establishing itself as a subculture. That same year the New York Times would publish 
the now famous “Taki 183 Spawns Pen Pals” (1971) story that would spur on New 
York City’s graffiti culture. But graffiti would grow up differently in Philadelphia 
and New York City. Though the cities are just a two-hour drive from each other their 
styles developed in drastically different ways. New York City pretty quickly modified 
the tag. Writers in that city began to paint bubble letters, and throw-ups and even 
began to do some of the initial pieces on the sides of subway cars as early as 1975. 
Philadelphia, on the other hand, chose to continue to expand and experiment with the 
essence of graffiti, the tag.  
By the mid-1970s graffiti was a big-time practice Philadelphia. Graffiti had 
bled out of the localized, impoverished neighborhoods that it had started in and was 
now covering the walls of Center City office buildings and downtown storefronts. 
The Hip City Swingers had recruited members from all over the city. And the practice 
 25 
had gotten big enough that writers had two designated meeting places, at 11th and 
Market Street in downtown Philadelphia and at 10th and Cecil B. Moore in North 
Philadelphia. The HCS held official meets Saturday at the Kiddie City at 11th and 
Market, but HCS members could be found down there almost any day of the week. 
This was a time when Philadelphia was something of a lawless town. Gangs roamed 
all of the neighborhoods and downtown was populated by hustlers and pimps and 
businessmen alike. Notorious Bik remembers his time at 11th and Market fondly 
saying, “I always say that it was like crime school, you learned so much down at that 
joint. There were wall writers, hustlers, pimps—any kind of hustle that was out there 
you could learn down at Eleventh and Market. I was, like, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen 
years old, and I was in heaven” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010. p. 82).  
When 11th and Market became the known meeting place of HCS, the largest 
graffiti crew in the city, a lot of other writers began to show up to hang out and 
mingle. Some were established writers, but a great deal were young aspiring ones. 
They were there to hang out and show off styles and trade stories, and in some cases, 
try to join HCS. By this time HCS was a large crew that was not letting in new 
members unless those writers already had a reputation and developed style. Many 
young writers asked to join and were turned away, being told their style was not ready 
yet, or that they had to put more work in on the walls before HCS would consider 
them for membership or sometimes they were dismissed with a simple “no.” These 
rejections did not sit well with some young writers and a few of them decided to form 
their own crews.  
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The rejections that HCS had so freely handed out denote the swaggering 
shortsightedness of popular and empowered youth. HCS had attained the reputation 
that it had by having many young writers all over the city writing their names and 
“HCS” after them. But it took HCS some time to become the recognized graffiti crew 
it came to be. What that meant was that its members were getting older at a time 
when the age of retirement for most graffiti writers was eighteen, when they could 
legally be charged as adults. HCS was turning away a new crop of writers who could 
take up the mantle for them and maintain the crew’s hard-earned reputation as the 
most prolific graffiti crew in the city. What happened was the active membership of 
HCS began to decline as writers decided to retire. But also, because of how many 
writers they had turned away, new crews were emerging formed by rejected writers. 
Klub International Wallwriters (KIW), formed by Kee and Lunatics At Writing 
(LAW1) formed by RAZZ were both formed because their founders had been 
rejected by HCS. It should be noted that both of these crews are still active in 
Philadelphia. It seems that they learned the lesson that HCS failed to, that it is 
important train the next generation and incorporate them into your crew if you want it 
to survive.  
But being rejected by HCS was not the only motivator for creating a different 
crew. Many crews emerged because a group of writers wanted their own, original 
crew that they could build. This is how Klub City Decorators (KCD), founded by T-
Bone and Sly Artistic Masters (SAM1), founded by Notorious Bik came to be. KCD 
played an important role in the evolution of graffiti style in Philadelphia and to what 
it could mean to be a writer in this city.  
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T-Bone founded KCD in 1973, taking inspiration for that name from the 
writer Poet who would often write “your city decorator” after his name. By that time 
New York City’s graffiti was receiving all of the major media attention. So, one night 
T-bone, Loonie Toon and Mean Streak drove up to NYC to check out what was going 
on in that graffiti scene. When they went into the subways and saw their first whole 
car (a train car painted top to bottom and end to end) they were blown away. T-Bone 
says, “We just fell out. We were collapsing and hugging each other, like, oh my God. 
We couldn’t believe what we were looking at” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010. p. 83). 
Clearly the NYC style had made an impression on them. When they got back to 
Philadelphia they decided that they were going to paint that multi-colored bubble 
letter style graffiti. The style they were producing became locally known as the New 
Yorker, because of where the style originated. But KCD was not simply copying New 
York style. They were adding the established Philadelphia styles to their fill-ins. 
Their lettering style produced tall, elongated letters that still were inspired by the up-
and-down motion that was so present in Philadelphia’s tags.  “We weren’t just biting 
their style as far as lettering, we used our own lettering; it just had to be two-
dimensional,” explains T-Bone (Gastman and Neelon, 2010. p.83).  
KCD introduced the ideas of the fill-in and throw-up to Philadelphia. And in a 
few years a generation of kids would run with it. But in the mid-70s KCD was still 
trying to build their reputation and its members were working hard toward that goal, 
largely with tags. The New Yorkers took more time and paint and were saved for 
places where the writers could paint more leisurely. These places were only 
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occasionally the walls of the neighborhoods and rarely on the interiors of trains or 
busses. Most often they were done in secluded spaces away from the general public.  
KCD had an impressive crew out working to build its reputation too. T-bone, 
Mean Streak, Eyeski, Rue, Duck, Teak, Jazz, Remco Ric, Stoney, Jaws and Notorious 
Bik all got their start in KCD. The crew largely went after the transit lines in the city; 
the exteriors of the busses and subways were their favorite. They would break into the 
bus shelters or train lay-up yards where they sat over night and paint them. They also 
offered another contribution to the Philly graffiti scene, the homemade marker, or 
mop. Mean Streak used to make markers out of baby food jars that he would fill with 
ink then tip with felt. The result was a mop that produced super fat, drippy lines as it 
wrote. This style marker was distinctively different from other commercially 
produced markers being used at the time and it helped KCD’s tags stand out. Making 
homemade makers, and even homemade ink, would become a venerable graffiti 
tradition.  
But for all their contributions to Philadelphia’s graffiti scene KCD would soon 
begin to fade. By the late 70s the crew had built quite a reputation and many of the 
members were leaving to start their own crews. Some left because they felt the crew 
had gotten too big and others simply wanted to branch out on their own. Most notably 
(or notoriously) was Notorious Bik who left to form his own crew, Sly Artistic 
Masters (SAM1), in 1977. SAM1 took a different approach to graffiti than the other 
crews did. Other crews were predominantly concerned about being up and getting all-
city (being up in all the neighborhoods of Philadelphia). But SAM1 was more 
concerned with style than with being all-city. Bik built a crew of out of the most 
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talented writers he knew. The primary requisite for joining SAM1 was that you were 
a good writer with creative style. And with that as its ethos SAM1 became the crew 
that some of Philadelphia’s most talented writers were proud to be a part of. Beyond 
Notorious Bik (who often just wrote NB) SAM1 was comprised of Crash, Biz, Star, 
Maniac, Slack, DZ, CA, Beat Artist, Wild and Rue. For these graffiti writers’ style 
was job one.  
 What style meant for SAM1 writers was certainly not perfecting the New 
Yorker. It was pushing the tag to its furthest limits. SAM1 can be recognized for 
considerably developing the style. 
Notorious Bik especially developed new 
lettering styles that would become 
synonymous with Philadelphia’s wicked 
(or wicket) style. And as hard as he 
pushed himself to work and advance 
letter styles he also demanded his crew 
members also have what he called “that 
ism,” the ability to see letters for their 
component forms and remake them 
while keeping the idea of the letter but 
also totally embellishing it.  
He set a high standard for SAM1 members. Many graffiti writers had 
practiced their name in the wicked tradition, but that was all they could do in that 
style. Bik required that the writers in SAM1 were able to write the entire alphabet in a 
Figure 4 Notorious Bik “NB” Wicked (Flip The Script 
p.84) 
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wicked style. That way they could write anything as a wicked, they could also put up 
the other crewmembers names on the walls in wicked style too. This was a tall order 
and meant that all writers in SAM1 had to be creative and driven to progress existing 
wicked letter styles. It also meant that all of SAM1’s writers had to be proficient in 
what Notorious Bik calls “graffiti 101,” which is knowing the established graffiti 
letter styling, different types of tags and being skilled in producing all of them. Of 
course, implicit in this is knowing the city’s graffiti history.  
 Knowing the local graffiti history of one’s city is an imperative for anyone 
who wants to be a decent writer. Knowing who began the traditions that are now 
staples of the city’s graffiti scene, knowing which writers built the biggest reputations 
and how, and being aware of who the important writers are and were allows 
established writers to know that the writer has an interest in the graffiti culture that is 
larger than their impact on it. It also shows that the writer is aware of what makes a 
good writer and understands the risks and struggles a writer must undertake to 
become one. Being aware of the local graffiti history is really a prerequisite to 
developing the identity or consciousness of a graffiti writer. It causes one to 
understand what that scene sees as important when it comes to graffiti production and 
tradition. It also requires them to understand what the “rules” of the graffiti scene are, 
both from an internal graffiti perspective (i.e. where are acceptable places to paint and 
when, who can get gone over, etc.) and from an external graffiti perspective (i.e. how 
does the city and the citizens feel about graffiti, how is it punished, how aggressive 
are the cops in apprehending writers, etc.).  
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Being familiar with the local graffiti history can keep a writer safe and prevent 
them from committing serious transgressions. Knowing whom not to go over because 
of their reputation is a good thing for a writer to know, but more important is for he or 
she to know which writers have died and to never go over their work no matter how 
small or insignificant a tag may seem. Going over a deceased writer is the ultimate 
form of disrespect in the graffiti world, because they are no longer alive to produce 
new work, defend themselves or retaliate. It is also likely to cause the deceased 
writers friends to dole out retribution that may range from a strict warning to sever 
physical assault.  
 By the end of the 1970s wickeds were still evolving (as they still are to this 
day), but many of the early innovators were calling it quits with the graffiti game. By 
the early 1980s Notorious Bik had retired, as had Maniac, Star and many others. Like 
many writers by the time they hit eighteen they had aged out and gotten jobs, or 
joined the military or gone to jail or just simply stopped. The city had begun to take a 
more serious approach to dealing with the writers as well. The police targeted the 
graffiti writers hang out spots on 11th and Market and 10th and Cecil B. Moore and 
broke them up. Also, almost all of HCS’s and KCD’s members had put the cans 
away. But graffiti by this point had established itself as a subculture in the city, and 
even though the police had rolled up the welcome mat at the established graffiti 
congregation spots the scene would continue to grow as new writers emerged with a 
desire to build their reputations (writers usually just say “rep”). 
 By the 1980s Philadelphia was a city unto itself within the larger graffiti 
world, but New York City was quickly becoming the most important city for graffiti 
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culture in the world. In 1983 the documentary film Style Wars was released, and it 
solidified NYC as the worldwide graffiti mecca. It also firmly established what 
graffiti was supposed to look like in the minds of the viewers. It taught its audience 
that graffiti was elaborate, colorful pieces done on a large scale. Graffiti was, 
according to the film, first and foremost pieces. And it was specifically pieces on 
trains. It also shows graffiti as throw-ups, but shows it as a quick confrontational style 
that the film’s villain, Cap, uses without interest in artistic merit to go over other 
writers work on the trains. Tagging was a mere blip on the radar in Style Wars.  
But tagging was still Philadelphia’s primary graffiti obsession. In the early 80s 
the city’s writers were not producing what the world would be introduced to as 
graffiti. This is not to say that the New York style of pieces, throw-ups and fill-ins1 
did not exist in Philadelphia. KCD had brought it back from NYC and writers like 
Deadhead, Pizazz, Sub, Jay-Cee and Ziggy had been using and evolving them since 
the late 1970s. At the time they were the exception not the norm. Though by the mid-
80s most Philadelphia writers were developing a New Yorker style to add to their 
repertoire.  
The 80s saw the emergence of writers who would be the godfathers of the 
cohort of writers that this ethnography examines. The scene really took off then. This 
is when Kad, Razz, MB, Truck, Credit, Estro, Mr. Blint, Clyde, JK, Donski, Daveski, 
Hawkski, RaRa, Case, Tan, Suroc, Braze and many others began their graffiti writing 
                                                
1 Though the two terms are often used interchangeably, writers will differentiate the 
two in this way, fill-ins are two colors bubble letter with one color being used for the 
outline and a different color for the fill-in within the outline. Throw-ups are letter 
outlines of one color, filled in with a different color with the whole thing then 
outlined again, or “shelled”, with the fill-in color or a third color. 
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careers. At this time the many different styles of tags were being categorized, and it 
was important that a writer be proficient with all of them to be perceived as a well-
rounded, competent writer. In the past a writer could explain their incompetence in a 
certain style by claiming that that simply was not a style they liked. By the early 80s 
this was no longer an acceptable excuse.  
 Writers had to know how to produce tags in the print, script, tall print and 
wicked style. Print is 
the most legible of 
these, though it can be 
difficult to read when 
the letters are 
embellished. The 
Gangster Hand is 
considered a print style, and 
can be difficult to decipher. Script is a legible style as well, it employs cursive 
letterforms and connections. The tall print, as discussed earlier, uses vertically 
stretched letters that will often reach from the ground to as high as the writer can 
reach. It will have flourishes and dips and the writer will use their whole body to 
produce it, which can be seen in the finished product. Depending on the writer this 
style can range from the totally legible to the almost inscrutable. The wicked, the 
wildest, most complex and indecipherable of all the tagging styles, uses heavily 
stylized letters each with their own serifs and exaggerations, connected with lines and 
flairs at the bottom and tops of each letter. Many of the letter exaggerations are 
Figure 5 CEBE triangle-bottom wicked. (Flip the Script p. 79) 
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geometric shapes, which brought about two sub-genres of wickeds, the heart-bottom 
and triangle-bottom wickeds.  
The Tall Print and the Wicked are distinct to Philadelphia and many writers 
say they can be learned nowhere else. Philadelphia writers use these two styles as 
markers of local honor and will not teach them to just anyone. They will also judge 
another writer’s ability based on the quality of these styles that he or she produces. It 
is not uncommon to hear a Philly writer say something to the effect of,  “Sure he’s got 
throws and can piece, but his hand sucks. He can’t do wickeds and his tall hand is 
garbage.”  
Beyond being able to produce their tag in these styles, writers were supposed 
to also have an individual, unique tag that they created themselves. The purpose of 
this is for the writer to exhibit that, through the performance of these tags, they are 
aware of and understand the local graffiti history and for them to show their 
individual ability to be creative and evolve the artistic and expressive aspect of the 
tag.  
By the 80s graffiti in Philadelphia is a firmly establish sub-culture (and 
counter culture). It has a history and a tradition and certain cultural requirements that 
one must understand to be considered a member. Graffiti was also everywhere then. 
The city was literally covered in it. Much of two entire generations of graffiti writers’ 
work was still on the walls. Some of the old writers were still actively writing. 
Finding space on a wall where one could be seen was becoming more and more 
difficult. This new generation of writers had to work harder than their predecessors to 
stand out. “Cornbread and them, their era, they didn’t have to really bomb because 
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there wasn’t much out. If there aren’t a bunch of people writing on the wall, you 
become a king.” Razz says of the generation of writers before him (Gastman and 
Neelon, 2010. p. 138). He and his cohort really had to go out and work, bomb, to be 
noticed and build a reputation.   
If graffiti spent the early and mid 70s with an emerging number of 
practitioners establishing itself as a subculture in Philadelphia, then by the late 70s 
and early 80s it had firmly established itself as such and become an urban pastime. It 
seemed like everyone was doing it. Children as young as seven or eight were getting 
started writing and some of the previous generation of writers saw no reason to stop. 
Writers had been walking through Philadelphia’s neighborhoods getting up for almost 
fifteen years at this point and it showed. Just about every reachable place that could 
be covered in graffiti was covered in graffiti. By the time the writers coming out in 
the early 80s got their turn to put their name on the wall there was little accessible 
space left. The new generation of writers had to be assertive with their graffiti, had to 
be willing to go over other writers and they had to be creative and daring with their 
spot selection and come up with new places to put their graffiti that would let their 
work last for a while and make them stand out.  
Early 80s writers started to take their work up off of the streets. They started 
to climb the sides of buildings and paint their names above where other writers could 
reach. They also climbed to the roofs of buildings and painted the rooftop walls. This 
was a practice that had been done before, but one that the 80s writers really embraced 
and made a part of the culture. 80s writer Sub says, “The walls, by the time my era 
came along, there was really no space. We had to do something bigger and beyond 
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and above. We started climbing. We started to trying to get high up” (Gastman and 
Neelon, 2010. p. 138). This was a particularly useful practice when it came to 
building “rep” for writers. Climbing and painting rooftop walls (depending on the 
wall) meant that a writer’s work could be seen from the elevated subways trains that 
serve as a major portion of Philadelphia’s public transit system. They could also be 
seen from the highways that weave through the city. These spaces, while occasionally 
used by writers in the past, were often shunned because the people riding the trains or 
driving could not make out the tags on the rooftop walls as they sped by. But as the 
New York style of graffiti became more and more popular in Philadelphia writers 
began to paint larger throw-ups and even some pieces in these spaces. Train riders 
and drivers could make out what these said since the letters, while not taller, where 
each individually wider and more colorful than those of tags, and as such, much more 
legible. Sub, BX and Man built most of their “reps” around painting rooftops all over 
the city.  
At this time painting the retaining walls along the highways also became a 
popular practice. I-76 and I-95 are two major thoroughfares that run through 
Philadelphia and a writer who would paint anywhere along there would have their 
work seen by all of the people who were driving along them. This meant they could 
build a rep with a population larger than just Philadelphia’s residents. The graffiti 
scene was spilling out of the city proper. Graffiti had long been in dialogue with the 
concepts of visual advertising, but now it was taking a page right from their handbook 
and producing large, colorful, legible, public “billboards” of their name. The New 
Yorker tall square letter script really leant themself to this type of large readable 
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graffiti, and by the mid-80s no space was safe. If a writer could get to it they would 
paint it.   
 
Graffiti History According to the City and Media (and Writers) 
By the mid-80s city officials were beginning to consider graffiti one of the 
major problems facing the city. So much so that when Wilson Goode was running in 
the 1984 Mayoral election he made graffiti his most important issue. Once elected he 
immediately started the Philadelphia Anti-Graffiti Network (PAGN), whose sole 
purpose was to combat what the city saw as the graffiti epidemic. At this time the 
city’s efforts to keep spaces graffiti-free focused on surveillance and diligently 
removing graffiti when it appeared. The two easiest places for them to enact this type 
of fight against graffiti were in the city’s public schools and within the Southeastern 
Pennsylvania Transit Authority (SEPTA) system. These were distinct, limited 
environments that could be diligently maintained. SEPTA had hired David Gunn as 
their new general manager in 1979 and he had been working hard to improve the 
system and keep it graffiti free. His efforts at keeping the city’s mass transit vehicles 
clean were so successful that by 1984 New York City had lured him away to help 
handle their dysfunctional system and graffiti problem.  
While SEPTA and the schools were being maintained the PAGN had their 
hands full trying to combat graffiti in the rest of the city. But Mayor Goode and the 
PAGN had a couple of tricks up their sleeves. They increased fines for those caught 
doing graffiti and introduced a graffiti hotline that allowed people to report graffiti to 
the city to have it removed. They also managed to get some of Philadelphia’s 
 38 
founding fathers of graffiti to join the anti-graffiti movement. In December of 1983 
Mayor Goode held a press conference where he announced Cornbread, EN, Bomb, 
Johnski and Paris as new members of the PAGN. He also decreed that for the next ten 
days writers could turn themselves in and take an oath to stop writing for which they 
would receive amnesty for all of their pervious graffiti. Any writers that did not turn 
themselves in and take the oath would meet severe punishment from the city when 
they were caught. Letters were even sent to known graffiti writers homes informing 
them of the amnesty program and asking them to turn themselves in.  
But the city and the PAGN were not just using the threat of prosecution and 
the intimidation of sending letting to let graffiti writers know the city knew who they 
were to get writers to stop doing graffiti. They also initiated a program to let graffiti 
writers use their talents for the betterment of the city.  
The PAGN actually grew out of a program that was being run by the 
Philadelphia Art Museum, called the Graffiti Abatement Program, which was part of 
their urban outreach project implemented in the 1970s. The program took graffiti 
writers and worked to channel their energies into more socially positive directions. 
They did this by teaching the writers art skills and getting them to help with the 
production of murals throughout the city. The PAGN adopted this practice, with 
PAGN director Tim Spencer hiring Jane Golden in 1986 to start and run the Mural 
Arts Program. It employed writers who turned themselves in and took the oath as 
mural painters. Those who were caught and arrested were often assigned to Mural arts 
Program duty as a form of court ordered community service. The PAGN found great 
success with this program. It quickly became obvious that writers would not paint 
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over the murals the program produced and that the city could effectively defend walls 
from graffiti by putting murals on them. This became Philadelphia’s favored tactic for 
preventing graffiti. It led directly to Philadelphia becoming “the city of murals,” with 
more than 3,600 murals brightening walls throughout the city.  
This is an impressive achievement, but the program was not without its 
problems. The major problem was that the PAGN was billing the city for more 
murals than they were actually painting. There was also considerable internal 
financial misappropriation. “By December of 1985, the Anti-Graffiti Network issued 
boasts that it had painted 234 murals in only eighteen months. Unfortunately for the 
city, that was not only an exaggeration: The Network was billing the city for work 
that had never been done, and by the summer of 1986, two employees had been 
arrested for stealing checks from the program, which led to a probe into the network’s 
books” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010 p.143). Corbett Harris and Rodney Hill of the 
PAGN were fired and arrested for stealing checks and faced charges of forgery, 
conspiracy, theft and receiving stolen property (Schneider, 1986). Even though the 
bad apples had been removed from the bunch the entire program’s reputation was 
called into question when a great deal of checks that had been issued for work done 
over a summer project in 1986 went uncashed, leading investigators to believe that 
the employees who were to receive those checks had been fabricated by PAGN 
employees to defraud the city of money. After this incident the city stepped in and 
began to manage the program’s books.  
 Despite the fraud and embezzlement the program was claiming success in 
combatting graffiti. But this was hard for city residents to believe because the city 
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was more graffiti-covered than ever. Writers were starting younger and working 
longer. As the practice began to get some major newspaper coverage more people 
started to become writers. As more writers emerged some of the last generation of 
graffiti writers came out of retirement to show the new generation how to do what 
they were doing and to hold down their names and reputations. Even writers who had 
taken Mayor Goode’s pledge and worked with the PAGN were going writing again. 
Writers who would become Philadelphia legends were beginning their careers too. 
Espo and Suroc made names for themselves by doing really impressive work on 
rooftops that overlooked the Elevated train/subway. Kad was building his reputation 
and Lux, Rabe, ERX, Rasan, Omne, Enem, Klark, PRStar, Derm and many others 
were perfecting their handstyles, their throws and their pieces. By the end of the 
1980s graffiti in Philadelphia had two full decades of history to draw from and to 
inspire writers. Writers by now had fully embraced the New Yorker style throws and 
pieces, while also staying true to their handstyle roots. By the time the 90s came 
around Philadelphia’s writers were working with a full arsenal. The good ones had all 
of the traditional Philly handstyles down and had also mastered throws and pieces. 
And many of the rest of the city’s writers were aspiring to do the same. Though often 
writers focused more on one style than another depending on a variety of reasons that 
will be discussed later, but briefly these choices were and are made for reasons that 
involve environment, access to materials, and talent.  
 By the early 90s The History of American Graffiti claims, “Philadelphia was 
the most graffiti saturated city in America. Walls were riddled with tags, some of 
them as many as twenty years old. The highways and train lines had pieces and 
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throwups all along them” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010 p.270). Enem remembers, “It 
was a different time, because graffiti was a true part of the landscape” (Gastman and 
Neelon, 2010 p.270). Graffiti was part of the city by then. It was a part of urban life. 
Writers were writing for longer periods of time and honing their craft and the work 
they were doing showed this. Writers were starting younger as well. And they were 
spending much of their time practicing in blackbooks to get to a point where they felt 
they were good enough to go and put work on the streets. Further, the Mural Arts 
program hand inadvertently trained a bunch of writers how to paint large-scale 
murals, a skillset that transferred perfectly to painting illegal graffiti.  
While the New Yorker style of painting throw-ups and pieces hand firmly 
taken hold in Philadelphia to be considered a real writer one had to know how to do 
all of the traditional Philly handstyles too. 90s Philadelphia graffiti writer Meez says, 
“You reach a point where you’re like, if I’m a quintessential Philadelphia graffiti 
writer, then there are styles that I have to know. You had to actually learn it, because 
if you didn’t, a motherfucker could come and step up to you and be like, ‘Yo, you 
can’t do this style? You’re corny. You ain’t no real writer’” (Gastman and Neelon, 
2010 p.270).  Knowing the Philadelphia styles and specific local graffiti history 
attached to them was more than a condition for being a writer by then, it was an 
imperative. Being perceived as someone who did not know what they were doing or 
as someone who did not show the proper respect for the history would make a writer 
a target for the rest of the writing community who saw them as an offender. Their 
work would get crossed out, gone over or obliterated to the point where it seemed to 
never have existed. Or worse, they would have their talent and reputation directly 
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attacked by being called a “toy,” both within the community of writers and by having 
the word written over their work. This was a big deal because it was an obvious and 
public act of disrespect, and because finding space to get up was a task in and of 
itself.  
 The city being overrun with graffiti was something that the citizens and city 
officials had felt for a while. But now the writers felt that way too. Philly graffiti 
legend Kair says, “everybody and their mother was a fucking graffiti writer. Everyone 
had the same style just about, but every young cat that came up knew how to write” 
(Gastman & Neelon, 2010 p. 270). By the early 90s the graffiti market was crowded. 
Graffiti had gotten nationally popular enough that people were coming to the city and 
starting to write. Philadelphia’s colleges and universities brought in many young 
adults, some of whom would start to write. And the punk rock/hardcore and 
skateboarding scenes would create a few new writers as well. These individuals were 
(and are) always referred to as “out-of-towners” by the locals, but many of them were 
putting in as much work as any homegrown writer.  
 This influx of new writers, both out-of-towners and locals, was not without its 
issues though. One of which was that many of the new writers were heavily 
influenced by New York graffiti to the point where many of the older locals thought 
some of the traditional Philly styles were being overshadowed and were worried that 
the styles might be lost. Some of the older writers felt they were left with little choice 
but to show these new kids what Philly graffiti was supposed to be. Coming out of 
retirement was, in a way, their civic duty. Sub, who reemerged as Rated X (RX) 
summed it up like this, “Everybody was influenced by Style Wars and Beat Street. 
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That’s when all the toys came about. Before that there weren’t any toys. There wasn’t 
really no corny people back then when it came to writing. All the cornballs came out 
after that. Then a lot of old heads got tired of seeing all of these cornballs, and that’s 
when the resurrection came back” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010 p.273). 
 Writers who had put the cans down years ago reappeared on the walls. The 
work they put up functioned as something of a seminar in Philadelphia style graffiti 
and a visual mentorship program. Kee, SoBad, RARA, Satan, Razz, Credit, Lazz, 
Daveski, Rev, CEE, JK and many other old writers had started writing again by 1993. 
“The old heads came back,” Enem says, “it was like a clinic in style and technique 
because you were looking at the next version of what they gave. The true next 
version, not what we got from it” (Gastman and Neelon, 2010 p.274). They were 
showing the current generation of writers how to do what they did, and the young 
writers were embracing it. Those who needed the lesson learned the styles and tucked 
them into their repertoires, and those who had grown up with them but who were not 
using them re-embraced them with the pride of locals.  
Not only had this generation revitalized the handstyle, they also pushed 
piecing styles forward. Espo built a reputation for advancing both style and what a 
piece could be by including characters, comic book influences and social 
commentary. Kair, Pre, Enem, Praez, Sew, Liquid, Meez and others all developed 
impressive piecing styles to adorn the city’s walls. Most of their piecing work ended 
up along rooftops, on walls along the train tracks, on spaces that could be seen from 
the highway or away from the view of the public.  
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The interior of the city did not see many pieces by the early 90s though, with 
the exception of legal and permission walls. Goode was still mayor and, despite the 
massive national embarrassment that was his handling of the MOVE situation, much 
of the city was still supporting him and his anti-graffiti stance. That is not to say that 
graffiti was not a presence in the city, just that pieces were rare. The interior of the 
city was crushed with tags and throws. Kair and Enem held down their neighborhoods 
with tags when they were not out piecing, and many others like Caem, Nope, Dasar, 
Tone, Oz, Ern, Sad, Extra, Krime, Far, Cat, Naw, Nise, Bird, Lobo, Tizot, Boza, and 
Nark worked to make sure that the Philly handstyles tradition was still alive and well 
on the walls.    
 The resurgence of graffiti in the 90s would be short lived though. Ed Rendell 
took the Mayor’s office in 1992 and continued Goode’s anti-graffiti policies. But by 
that time the city itself was changing. Crime had been on the rise since the early 80s, 
and poverty was becoming endemic. Most of the decent paying, low skill and 
education jobs in the manufacturing sector had left the city and nothing had come in 
to replace them. When Rendell became mayor in 1992 the city’s unemployment rate 
was about 9.5%, almost two full points higher than the state and national rate for the 
same time. And the city’s poverty rate was hovering around a staggering 20% while 
the rest of the nation had a poverty rate of approximately 14% (Philadelphia 
Department of Public Health, 2009). Philadelphia had also slogged through a crack 
cocaine epidemic in the 80s. When the city began to see a decline in crack usage by 
1989 they immediately saw a citywide raise in heroin usage. It seemed one simply 
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replaced the other. Needless to say, when Rendell became mayor he inherited a pretty 
problematic city.  
 While graffiti was clearly not the most pressing problem that the city needed 
to address Mayor Rendell took combatting it very seriously. By 1996 Rendell would 
take drastic steps to reduce the amount of graffiti in the city and to discourage writers 
from the practice. He had a special court established just to handle graffiti cases. The 
court was filled with judges “who recognize the severity of graffiti and who are 
committed to punishing the crime to the full extent of the law'' and who could 
prosecute writers for possessing instruments of crime for getting arrested with spray 
paint and markers that they intended to write graffiti with (Kaufman, May 22nd, 
1996). This meant that graffiti cases, which had always been considered summary 
offenses that carried a maximum penalty of 90 days in jail and a $300 fine (unless the 
damage exceeded $5,000) could now have an additional charge of “possessing an 
instrument of crime” tacked on to them. This new charge meant spray paint and 
markers could legally be considered instruments of crime if the person carrying them 
was seen doing graffiti, was suspected of having done so or could potentially do so in 
the future. “Possessing an instrument of crime” is a much more serious offense. It is 
categorized as a first-degree misdemeanor and carries a maximum sentence of five 
years in prison or up to a $10,000 fine, and Rendell was going to make sure his newly 
established graffiti court threw the book at any graffiti writers who came through the 
chambers.  
He also began a zero tolerance campaign that employed eight mobile graffiti 
cleaning crews, in addition to the city’s existing two. Further, He established “zero 
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tolerance zones”, an idea he borrowed from Los Angeles’s battle with graffiti. These 
are portions of the city (usually high in tourism) where anything deemed graffiti is not 
allowed to exist for more than twenty-four hours after being seen by authorities or 
being reported to the city. This program provides free removal of graffiti, unless the 
property owner does not want the graffiti removed (perhaps they had given 
permission and liked the work or even commissioned the work), in which case the 
city would require that the property owner to pay for its removal themselves or be 
fined if they did not comply. Rendell even proposed legal changes, one that would 
ban the sale of spray paint within city limits and another that would make parents 
financially responsible for the damage that their child’s graffiti caused (Kaufman, 
May 22nd, 1996). He even went so far as to call in the National Guard to help clean up 
graffiti in the zero tolerance areas (Kaufman, May 23rd, 1996). 
 This had a real effect on graffiti culture (somewhere between positively or 
negatively, depending where you stood on the issue). Arrests were increasing, and the 
city was working diligently to buff graffiti as soon as it was produced. Philadelphia 
began a citywide graffiti sweep in 1997 and spaces that had previously been safe for 
graffiti were getting cleaned up. Even Amtrak helped with the graffiti cleanup effort 
by buffing their entire Northeast Corridor from Washington D.C. to Boston to 
celebrate the launch of their new high speed Acela trains. In this new climate writers 
had to accept that any work they put up within view of the public, even if the spot 
was not easily accessible to the public, would be quickly buffed. This did not mean 
they stopped painting public spots, but largely that they would only put up quick tags 
or throws since they knew they would not last. This is also the point where the city’s 
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repressive stance on graffiti caused writers to internalize what they were doing as an 
attack on the city. This granted them a degree of power. In my interview with 90s 
writer Kasso he says in no uncertain terms, “tagging is about destruction” (Field 
notes). Writers could use tags to build a reputation within the graffiti community, but 
also generally as a counterculture outlaw just by doing what writers had been doing 
since the late 60s.   
The late 90s in Philadelphia saw writers partially move out of the public view 
and work more in hidden spaces too though. Abandoned building, subway tunnels, 
the undersides of bridges, and walls entirely out of the publics’ eye became 
increasingly popular around this time. The rooftops of abandoned buildings were 
particularly coveted spots, because they were relatively safe to work in and could be 
seen by a lot of people once the sun came up. They were and are also very difficult 
for the authorities to access to buff clean. These spaces were not with out their own 
sets of perils though. There are more than a few stories about writers falling from a 
roof or falling through a poorly maintained one. These tragic stories almost always 
end in serious injury or death. And while they become part of the graffiti folklore, 
they rarely deter serious writers from pursuing these spots.  
 The authoritative reaction to graffiti had reached its most severe point by the 
late 90s. But how Philadelphia ended up thinking that “Graffiti is rightfully 
considered one of the main threats to the quality of life” requires some explanation 
(Kaufman, May 22nd, 1996). Because, when graffiti was first reported on in 
Philadelphia in 1971 writers were given a much more balanced depiction. Yes, they 
were portrayed as vandals, but also as frustrated artists. Twenty-five years later the 
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idea that writers could be artists had almost entirely fallen out of the newspaper pages 
and public discourse.  
 By 1971 graffiti had made a large enough impact on urban life in Philadelphia 
that the death of one of its most prolific practitioners, Cornbread, was a newsworthy 
event. While Cornbread’s death was falsely reported, the fact that it made the papers 
as more than just an obituary is indicative of how graffiti and graffiti writers were 
changing city life. Graffiti was becoming a part of the urban landscape, and those 
who put it there were becoming cultural figures within the city. Two months later this 
idea got reinforced when Sandy Padwe’s article “The Aerosol Autographers, Why 
They Do It” (May 2nd, 1971) came out in the Philadelphia Inquirer’s Sunday 
magazine, Today. Graffiti had grabbed enough of the public’s attention that it was the 
magazine’s cover story.  
 In the introductory paragraphs of the story Padwe presents the audience with 
the typical conception of graffiti, “The easiest thing is to dismiss it as the work of 
vandals and to treat city graffiti the way one is taught to treat stolen goods – with 
suspicion and even contempt” (Padwe, 1971. p. 7). But it goes on to give a more 
complex and nuanced interpretation of who graffiti writers are, “To SEPTA and many 
other business people in the city, Cornbread and his friends simply are vandals who 
should be caught and arrested.  To the psychologists and sociologists, they are 
troubled children of the ghetto screaming for identity and trying desperately to 
communicate with a world, which for too many years, has not listened. The police 
view them as destructive pests who are hard to catch. Many young people think of 
them as folk heroes, even celebrities” (Padwe, 1971. p.7).  
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 Padwe had hit on four valid but very different interpretations of graffiti. The 
police and the business peoples’ is the most straightforward. It serves to reinforce the 
traditional power structure and status quo of urban life. Graffiti is a violation of the 
normative order that a city requires to properly function, their logic goes. It is a 
violation through the behavior of the individuals who are vandalizing and trespassing. 
It is a violation of the visual normative order thanks to the tags, throws and pieces 
that the writers leave behind. And most unsettlingly for the authorities and their 
supporters, it is a violation of the idea that the city is controlled and controllable. The 
crime of graffiti is not committed unless a mark letting others know it has been 
committed is left. It is a special sort of crime in that way. Success in almost all other 
crimes is achieved through anonymous commission. Graffiti, by its very nature, 
serves as visual evidence of both a portion of the population who are intentionally 
violating the law and order of a place, and of a certain degree of ungovernability that 
exists within the city.  
 But the other side of this spectrum of interpretation is that writers are 
individuals seeking to build an identity within a structure that has largely ignored 
them and offered them little more in the way of opportunity other than drugs and 
gangs. They are individuals who are trying to manufacture a reputation that can 
provide them with counterculture celebrity status and that can grant them 
acknowledgement as an untrained, but legitimate artist. Kool Klepto Kidd (just Kidd 
in the article) and Cornbread are quoted saying as much. “We’d like to get into 
commercial art, but no one has told us how to go about it.” says Kidd. And Cornbread 
suggests this disenfranchisement when he says, “There isn’t much choice of what to 
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do, I did it because there was nothing else. I wasn’t going to get involved in no gangs 
or shoot no dope, so I started writing on buses. I started with a magic marker and 
worked my way up” (Padwe, 1971. p. 7). 
 The article as a whole is very positive to graffiti as both as a practice and an 
art. It goes so far as to quote noted educator Herbert Kohl as saying, “ When one 
scrutinizes wall inscriptions, discerning the recurrence of certain forms of expression 
and the energy and art with which they are inscribed, it becomes clear that name 
graffiti does not represent (conscious) attempts to deface walls. Nor is it simply a way 
of showing off. There are too many regularities in the forms in which wall graffiti 
manifests itself not to suspect that what one is dealing with is a complex cultural 
phenomenon.” (Padwe, 1971. p. 12) In fact, the harshest charge levied against graffiti 
that the article presents comes from Kidd, saying, “In a way I think what we’ve all 
done is wrong. I wouldn’t want anyone writing on my house, I know. But maybe we 
just don’t understand what we’ve done or why we did it” (Padwe, 1971. p. 10).  
 It’s a safe bet that Kidd did not understand what he and his cohort of writers 
had done. He could not have known that graffiti would become a culture onto itself 
and  (occasionally) a legitimate form of art. Nor could he have known that what he 
was doing would be part of something that became a global movement (I hesitate to 
call it an art movement, because writers themselves only occasionally see what they 
are doing as art). It too would have been hard for him to predict the repressive 
authoritarian state that urban graffiti writers would come to operate in. Hindsight 
offers us the ability to say that both Kohl and Kidd were correct. Graffiti was then, 
and still is, a complex cultural phenomenon that draws rebels, vandals, artists, 
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subversives and iconoclasts to it. It is also very often something that is destructive - 
destructive of the original purity of the unmarred surface and destructive of the idea 
of the symbolic structural order of the city.   
It is the destructive nature that Philadelphia media began to predominantly focus on 
as time went on.  
  By 1994 the Philadelphia Inquirer was reporting, “nothing is safe anymore” 
from graffiti, and that the police had begun reattributing graffiti to gang activity 
(Weigand, 1996). The ability for graffiti to be thought of as art outside of the 
community of its practitioners and fans had completely eroded. The same article 
quotes a deli owner who says, “I think a graffiti ‘artist’ is an artist about as much as a 
sniper who shoots somebody in the back is a war hero” (Weigand, 1996). It then goes 
on to say that the sentiment is not extreme and is shared by “a lot of neighborhood 
people,” presenting the idea that not only is graffiti devoid of artistic merit, but that it 
is also cowardly. It goes one step further and quotes Philadelphia police officer Pete 
Marcellino saying, “People say graffiti isn’t a big crime, but it’s a stepping stone to 
other things. In my mind, it’s the beginning of the end. I’m completely disgusted with 
it” (Weigand, 1996). Showing that not only do the police feel that there is an 
imperative to stop graffiti writers because they are committing a crime, but because 
they are committing a crime that will lead to more serious acts of criminality in the 
future. Officer Marcellino, too, echoes the idea that graffiti has no worth or artistic 
merit by stating his disgust with it.   
 By 1996 these attitudes had turned into policy. As mentioned earlier, Rendell 
established the “zero tolerance zones,” and the graffiti courts to more harshly punish 
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writers. The mayor’s office was investing more and more resources into graffiti 
cleanup and prevention. Rendell called in the National Guard to help with a citywide 
cleanup effort. He also claimed the police may be setting up stings to catch writers by 
“painting over a really visible wall an then watching to see who comes to hit it,” and 
that the police would begin to tail known graffiti writers in an effort to catch them in 
the act (Kaufman, May 23rd, 1996). With this graffiti writing became even more of a 
cat and mouse game than it had previously been. 
Wrap up 
 While the city’s reaction to, graffiti changed how life as a graffiti writer was 
practiced; the ideological framing coming from the mayor’s office changed what 
being a graffiti writer meant. The Philadelphia Inquirer reports “Rendell took and 
even harder line. Wall-writers, he said, ‘are criminals who are destroying the very 
neighborhoods in which they live. And we are determined to stop them’” (Kaufman, 
May 23rd, 1996). While the positioning of writers as criminals was nothing new, what 
was a relatively new discursive turn was establishing them as a destructive force on 
neighborhoods as a whole. The article goes on to explain Rendell’s reasoning for 
calling in the National Guard and issuing a citywide cleanup. It explains that the area 
where the cleanup would be focused is “home to about 15,000 people – more than 
half living below the poverty line – the graffiti that so fills that area has frightened 
away potential investors” (Kaufman, May 23rd,1996). The implication of this position 
is the reinforcement of the “broken windows theory,” (Kelling and Wilson, 1982) 
where the symptoms of an issue come to replace the causes of an issue. In this 
statement graffiti serves as the reason why potential investors have been frightened 
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from the area, not the area’s poverty, joblessness or crime. While the broken windows 
theory has been largely refuted for just this kind of misinterpretation of a problem 
(Samson and Raudenbush, 1999), this sort of public presentation from vetted political 
and media sources serves to legitimate the ideas being expressed as valid in the minds 
of the public. Graffiti moved from being an act of vandalism and a visual nuisance to 
being a reason that neighborhoods were deteriorating and why new investment in the 
community was not coming. Graffiti writers went from being petty criminals and 
vandals to being something akin to terrorists out to destroy communities and 
respectable ways of life. They became the reason neighborhoods were mired in 
joblessness and poverty. And their presence, both physically and embodied through 
their graffiti, became a threat to a general standard of decency and order that a 
neighborhood needed to maintain respectability and functionality.  
 This representation of graffiti and graffiti writers became pervasive and 
enduring, so much so that writers even partially internalized themselves as a 
destructive force. Even in the passing years, which have seen graffiti become a global 
cultural phenomenon, a legitimate business (through the sales of graffiti supplies and 
through commissioned canvases and murals) and a marketing shorthand for urban 
cool, it has remained as vilified in Philadelphia as it was under the Rendell 
administration. In a September 25th, 2014 Philadelphia Daily News article titled 
“What the Return of Graffiti Says About Our Times and Ourselves” by editor Sandra 
Shea she says of the recent increase in the amount of graffiti “No one thinks this is 
good news. Not the city workers who have to erase it, or the city dwellers who have 
to look at it — not even some of the city’s well known artists and former graffiti 
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stars” (Shea, 2014). The article goes on to say that graffiti is a citywide scourge 
because it is ugly to look at, indicative of criminality and expensive for the city to 
remove. And while all of this has been said many times over before it also points out 
that Philadelphia has a particularly complicated relationship with graffiti in part due 
to the Mural Arts Program.  
 It raises the questions “Does graffiti cheapen murals? Or do murals elevate 
graffiti? Or is it both?” (Shea, 2014). Noting that, with the sheer number of murals in 
this city and the incredible amount of graffiti, the distinction between what is a 
sanctioned mural and what is an illegal piece of graffiti can sometimes be difficult to 
tell.  These questions are not the issue at hand. Rather the issue is that there is a 
problem with the inability to distinguish between graffiti and murals. What the article 
is saying is that regardless of quality or message of graffiti it is intolerable because it 
is illegal and murals are acceptable because they are authorized. Graffiti cannot be 
tolerated because it the expressions of one individual forced upon others, where 
murals are gifts given to the citizens of the city once some sanctioning body has 
approved of their aesthetic and content.  
 The city authorities agree with this, saying that since graffiti is done without 
permission it is damaging the property it is on and must be removed. Murals, on the 
other hand, are approved and granted the space they are on so they are perfectly 
acceptable. And while this differentiation is made based upon the rights of private 
property owners it belies a more undemocratic ethos. It is saying only those 
expressions, thoughts, positions, etc. that are acceptable to those in the dominant 
social positions who wish to maintain the dominant ideological and spacial 
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constraints already present are allowable. Other thoughts, expressions, positions, 
ideas, etc. must be scrubbed off of the city walls and out of the citizen’s minds.  
 The implication of this is that controversial ideas or ones that run against the 
status quo will not be given permission to be displayed and so if they want to be 
displayed they must do so without permission, making them illegal and qualifying 
them in the eyes of the authorities as graffiti. Once this qualification has been 
attached to a work it makes its removal not only acceptable but necessary. When this 
idea is coupled with the underlying ideology of the Graffiti-Free Zones, that the mere 
aesthetic of graffiti is unacceptable and must be removed, the city of Philadelphia’s 
position on graffiti and unauthorized public messages becomes clear. Nothing may be 
exhibited on public property without authorization. Nothing that city authorities 
disagree with may be exhibited publicly, even if it is done on private property. 
Anything with the appearance of graffiti on any property is strictly prohibited even if 
the property owner has given permission for it to be there or even paid for it.  
 While the city’s long war against graffiti is about keeping its walls clean. It is 
also about creating a state where only those expressions that are in line with the city’s 
officials and their associated corporate backer’s can be publicly expressed. It is about 
maintaining a specific (and bland) aesthetic construction of the city and having it 
remain unmarred by offending images and names to keep it appearing friendly to 
tourists and investors.  
Why then is Philadelphia still so covered in graffiti? The short answer is that 
the city does not have the resources or budget to properly combat the problem. And 
that graffiti writers are a dedicated group of individuals who seek infamous street 
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fame and enjoy the outlaw reputation they are granted from writing graffiti. The long 
answer is more complex, but we will come to it in the following pages. 
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Chapter 2: Graffiti and the City 
 
 
“It is no exaggeration to say that the state has a marked and ongoing interest in the 
flow of paint.” 
-Halsey and Young, 2006 (p. 295) 
 
 The following two narratives taken from my field notes frame the argument 
that this chapter will present. That argument being that because of how Philadelphia 
authorities reacted to and discursively framed graffiti, graffiti inherently becomes a 
form of political discourse within the city. It becomes politically discursive for what it 
says, where it is placed, where it is and is not allowed to exist and simply for what it 
is. Graffiti serves to undermine, but also reinforce the dominant semiotic systems 
presented within the urban environment. It undermines the authoritatively presented 
semiotic reading of the city by being clear visual evidence of the presence of 
individuals who violate the visual order of a space and thus its unarticulated ideology. 
However, it also reinforces the authoritatively represented semiotic and narrative by 
becoming symbolic evidence of the “criminal” underbelly of the city seeking to abuse 
and exploit the fair and good law abiding citizens. It gets incorporated into the 
dominant reading of the city to enforce that very reading, which is used to separate 
the city spatially, culturally and economically. As Baudrillard claims, “The city [is] 
an immense centre for marshaling and enclosure where the system reproduces itself 
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not only economically and spatially, but also in depth by the ramifications of signs 
and codes, by the symbolic destruction of human relations” (Baudrillard, 1993, p. 77).  
 
 
North Philly Routin’ 
Baby2, a female graffiti writer in her early thirties who has been writing since 
before she was in high school, took me to a LAW1 meet up at a bar on South Street. 
She has been a member of LAW1 for a while, and was put down with the crew by its 
former president and Philadelphia “graffiti legend” Razz. When we arrive there is a 
lot of general conversing and mingling and meeting of new people. I get to meet a lot 
of the members of the crew. But most of the time I’m just standing around while 
Baby talks to old friends. She describes “beef” (a problem with another writer) she 
has with a female writer who writes K80 or Keighty, because of things K80 said 
online and also because Baby claims K80 doesn’t actually do most of her tags, her 
boyfriend Relic does them for her and she still takes the credit. Having beef with 
another writer is a serious concern in the graffiti world and it manifests in a few 
different ways that will be discussed later. For now it is only important to know that 
Baby has beef with K80 (beef is usually, but not always, a two-way street).   
At about midnight Baby’s says, “yo, let’s go routin.” I am immediately in. At 
this point I have been using a few different graffiti names, but Baby doesn’t like any 
of them and she tells me in front of Caze, Sega and Lazz (Lazz is LAW1’s current 
president, but they are all well known writers) that I should just write Tyson. They all 
                                                
2 All names used throughout this work are the chosen and public graffiti names of the 
informants, not their legal names.  
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think this is a good idea and that it will be fine to do. I’m less sure, but they convince 
me that there’s no way for the authorities to trace it back to me, so I pretty much just 
say “fuck it” and decide that is what I’ll write. Sega, Caze, Baby and I climb into my 
car and Lazz and Nad get in Nad’s car and we go “routing” up on Lehigh Street in 
North Philadelphia.  
Routing is a Philadelphia-specific term used to describe the activity of going 
out and putting up tags within a certain area to reinforce and/or build your reputation 
within that area and with those residing in it, or traveling through it. Routing is 
typically done along major transit routes, specifically bus and trolley lines. Routing is 
so called because a writer will try and put up as many tags as possible along a 
particular transit route to become the most recognized name along that route. There is 
even a form of competition among writers to have the most tags up along a certain 
route at a given time. The writer who has the most is said to “hold down” that route. 
As graffiti emerged, grew and gained popular media attention from the New York 
City scene the terms that the scene used for the act of writing graffiti (bombing) 
became the predominant way to describe the act within the culture. Perhaps because 
Philadelphia lives in the shadow of New York City, but more likely because “routing” 
resonated more with the lived experience of what going out and writing in 
Philadelphia is like, writers have eschewed the term “bombing” for “routing.” While 
both terms are used by writers, “routing” is the preferred term in Philadelphia and 
refers specifically to the act of writing, while “bombing” can refer to the act of 
writing or can be used in other forms, i.e. “this place is really bombed” to refer to a 
graffiti covered space. The importance here is that Philadelphia graffiti writers are 
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actively differentiating themselves from the other major graffiti cultures both in what 
they do (i.e. the privileging of handstyles and tagging) and how they describe what 
they do.  
The section of the city we arrive in is an impoverished and drug-impacted one. 
It’s around 1:30AM by the time we finally get up there and most of the people we see 
out are heroin addicts or drug dealers in their late teens and early twenties. Every 
once in a while we see a cop car roll through the neighborhood as well. Lazz and 
Sega keep calling the dealers “dope boys.” We park the cars, get out and start 
walking. At this point I’m glad Lazz is with us. He told us earlier in the night that he 
has many criminal enterprises from which he makes his living, not the least of which 
are pimping, robbery, burglary and drug dealing. He is a large imposing African-
American man about 35 years old. His presence and demeanor give us a certain 
entrée into this neighborhood and, I am sure, prevent us from getting harassed by the 
locals. As we’re walking Baby sees a K80 tag, crosses it out and writes Baby next to 
it. This is considered disrespectful and everyone laughs and is generally pleased that 
she did it. Sega says he’ll cross K80 out whatever he sees by her too. We keep 
walking and we all catch tags on Lehigh Street. This is a good spot right along a 
major bus route. Because I have Krylon cans with these annoying butterfly caps3 and 
                                                
3 Butterfly caps or fan caps are what writers call the “EZ Touch 360” standard caps 
Krylon uses now. They are a recent addition to Krylon brand spray paint cans. They 
are an effort by the company to not have their product associated with graffiti by 
making the caps non-removable and making the paint come out in the least desirable 
way for graffiti writers, a wide straight line instead of a wide round dot. Writers have 
overcome this technological deterrent by shaving off parts of the tip to make it spray 
a dot, or developing different adaptors to make the can work once the cap was 
forcibly removed or simply adapting the styles they use with those cans to ones that 
or more calligraphy inspired.    
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because it’s so cold, which makes the paint act funny4, I have to make my tag pretty 
big. I don’t think anything of it, but when I look around it’s much larger than what 
everyone else did. Lazz walks by and goes “damn, my man Tyson going big!” I’m 
feeling more comfortable now. Sega finds a K80 and crosses it out and yells to Baby 
that he did it. 
 A car has stopped on the street behind us and none of us like the looks of it. 
We assume it is a cop or someone who might call the cops (“cop callers” as Sega 
derisively refers to them), so we move off Lehigh and into the neighborhood. This 
area is much more secluded, mostly abandoned by everyone except dealers and 
addicts. We’re catching tags on the wall of an abandoned house and I look down at 
where we’re standing in this dirt lot and there are about five used syringes mashed 
into the mud. I point it out to Sega and he says, “yup, we’re in that part of town.” We 
walk some more and pass a dealer who says, “whatchu need?” We say we are good 
and he says, “then what the fuck are you doin’ up here then!?” To his credit what we 
were doing up there makes little sense for those not involved in the graffiti scene. If 
you do not live in the area or are not selling drugs there the most likely other reasons 
to be in the area would be to buy drugs or because you are an undercover cop. Graffiti 
                                                                                                                                      
 
4 Temperature can effect how the spray paint behaves as it comes out of the can. 
Spray paint is pressurized and spray paint cans left in high temperatures will become 
more pressurized due to the temperature, causing them to spray their paint more 
quickly. Cans left in cold temperatures will have lower pressures and their paint will 
come out more slowly. This can be annoying when trying to paint quickly. Also 
because the paint comes out more slowly and because the cold causes more of it dry 
on the cap, caps can become clogged a lot faster. That said low and high pressure 
cans each have their advantages, as such graffiti oriented spray paint companies sell 
spray paints in high, normal and low pressures.  
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writers there expressly to write graffiti are an anomaly. I do my best to stay with the 
group, who collectively ignored him as we walked away.   
We walk some more through the neighborhood and get to a playground where 
the basketball hoop backboards have all been painted with pretty good, brightly 
colored and intricately designed graffiti pieces. Lazz stops and takes some pictures 
and we all catch a few tags around there. More walking, more tagging, more looking 
out for cops. I’m worried that we’re being too brazen and that we’re going to get 
caught. Everyone tells me not to worry, that the cops have way bigger things to worry 
about up here; as long as we are not stupid we’ll be fine. While it is true that the 
police have larger concerns in this area, what is also true is that we have to be careful 
for both police and locals who do not want us around because our activities may draw 
police attention and potentially shut down the street-level drug trade for a bit. So we 
have to stay vigilant for cop cars and any other eyes that may direct themselves our 
way.  
But everything is going smoothly, and Lazz sees a bunch of old tags on a wall 
behind a wooden fence erected to keep people out of the abandoned lot that they are 
in. Lazz wants to be up on that wall because it looks like it has never and will never 
be buffed. This is what writers refer to as a “live spot.” A spot that is within the 
public view but from which neither its owners nor the city bother to remove graffiti. 
These spots are sought after and there is an increased respect to not go over other 
writers on a “live spot” because of how rare and/or old the tags might be. So with 
three hard yanks and a loud snap Lazz breaks down the fence gate and “catches a tag” 
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(paints his graffiti tag) on the wall. We walk away and about a minute later a cop car 
rolls down the street. We all agree we got lucky.  
 We get to another wall and are hurrying more now because we are a little 
spooked by seeing the cop. But everyone catches a tag except me. As Lazz is doing 
the last tag on the wall, Baby asks me if I want to be up on the wall, and I say “sure,” 
so she yells to Lazz to put me up. She says “watch this, you’re about to be put up by a 
legend.” Lazz puts me up and finishes his tag and we walk away. I feel pretty cool 
and legitimated, like one of the 
group instead of a kind of 
intruding outsider after this. It 
feels good.  
 We walk back to 
Lehigh and notice a cop car 
sitting there and agree that 
this is probably enough for the night. We all sort of separate a bit to not draw too 
much attention as we walk down Lehigh Street back to the cars. We talk for a bit and 
then shake hands with Nod and Lazz and part ways. The sun is coming up by the time 
I finally get home. 
 
Kasso, Philadelphia Mural Arts and The Joker 
 Kasso is a graffiti writer in his mid-thirties from just over the Ben Franklin 
Bridge in New Jersey. He started writing when he was a young teenager and quickly 
got good. He gravitated more toward the piecing (the colorful and intricately designed 
Figure 6 Caze, Baby Lazz, Nad, Sega and Tyson tags 
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form of graffiti) side of graffiti and found that what he actually liked doing the most 
was painting characters and portraits. He built a reputation painting derelict spaces in 
Trenton with impressive portraits. One of Gandhi with the phrase “You must be the 
change you want to see in the world” was one of his most popular. Besides doing 
graffiti Kasso also taught and mentored urban youth in afterschool art classes. He 
liked the work, and it brought in some money. Someone he knew through his teaching 
also worked with the Mural Arts program and Kasso was interested in getting 
involved with them. He liked the city murals and thought he could add his own work 
to the collection.  
Many of his graffiti-writing friends warned him not to get involved with 
Mural Arts, because they grew out of the Philadelphia Anti-Graffiti Network and as 
such they would always have a negative view of anyone who came from a graffiti 
background. He ignored their warnings and started to try and get some work with 
them, mostly because he has an idea for a mural he really wanted to paint. He got a 
job with them and helped paint a few murals and established himself as “quality 
artist.” After he painted other people’s murals for a while, he decided he wanted to 
pitch one of his own.  
He says he was personally in contact with Jane Golden, head of the Mural 
Arts program. This took some doing. He had to send her email after email to set up a 
meeting about a mural he wanted to paint about dyslexia, which is a condition he was 
diagnosed with in college. He feels that many inner city youths have it but are 
unaware of what it is. So he wanted to raise awareness through a mural and felt sure 
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that if he had the Mural Arts program behind him they could find a way to get it 
funded.  
On the day Kasso had scheduled a meeting with Jane Golden she never 
showed up and Kasso, in frustration, decided that his efforts to work with Mural Arts 
were wasted and that he was through with them. He now feels that he should have 
taken his friends’ warnings and never gotten involved. That said, he feels he met 
some great people working there and made some good connections. His frustrations 
mostly lie with Jane Golden who he feels cheated him out of his mural. The general 
politics of Mural Arts, he says are actively anti-graffiti, making it hard for a guy who 
is unapologetic about his graffiti background to get any opportunities there.   
Just a few months after his split with Mural Arts in 2008, he and some writers 
painted a production piece (a piece where all writers involved work together on one 
coherent theme that ties all of their individual pieces together) in North Philly. They 
had previously painted this wall and Kasso had painted The Joker from The Dark 
Knight movie on it. The piece was starting to get dilapidated and they wanted to 
repaint it, because writers know that a wall allowed to fall into visual disrepair is one 
that is fair game for other writers to tag up or completely paint over.  
 
Kasso was excited to repaint it, and he told the rest of the crew that he was 
going to paint Jane Golden as The Joker. He says no one thought he would actually 
do it, but when he finished the piece it came out looking exactly like her. “This was 
an obvious fuck you to her,” he says, “but in a way it was also giving her props, 
because to be painted as the villain in a piece is a show of respect in the graffiti 
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world” (Field notes). About a week went by before Kasso received a call from fellow 
writer Kinese, who said “Yo, they’re buffing your shit right now.” Kasso maked some 
inquiries with the city and said the city told him that it got buffed because it said, 
“help me” somewhere in it. 
The city told him they buff 
anything that says, “help me” 
because it is the alias of a 
known graffiti writer.  
This strikes him as 
odd for two reasons. One, all 
of the individuals who were 
painting the wall were known graffiti writers and two, the city did not own this wall. 
This was a privately owned wall that the writers had been given permission to paint. 
Kasso feels completely confident that it was because Jane Golden heard about it and 
told the city to go buff it. He says that the other work they had put on this wall 
remained untouched for two years, but when he repainted it with the Jane Golden 
send-up it got buffed the week after they finished it.  
I talk to Kinese about this years after it has happened and he says, “They 
actually told the building owner that he had 24 hours to paint over it or be fined. I was 
there when the city came and they told me that because of the fact that some of the 
‘artists’ where on some sort of anti-graffiti list that it [the city] deemed the wall as 
‘illegal graffiti’...even with permission from the owner...politics. Girard Avenue is a 
‘zero tolerance’ zone and all graffiti must be removed within 24 hours or the business 
Figure 7 Kasso's Jane Golden as The Joker, 2008 
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will be fined. Bullshit. There's a permission wall a block away that they never 
touched” (Field notes).  
 Two things need to be noted about the Kasso wall. First, the wall that they 
painted was no more than a few blocks from the neighborhood where Lazz, Caze, 
Nad, Sega, Baby and I had gone routing. It is in a similar neighborhood socially and 
economically. But it is a much more visible space. Girard is a major arterial 
thoroughfare through the city and many Philadelphians and visitors travel it daily. 
Second, this wall had been a graffiti covered permission wall for many years. Kasso 
and other writers would paint it and repaint it, but it was not until there was a vaguely 
political message asserted on it that the city stepped in and demanded that it be buffed 
clean.  
 This type of suppression of an undesirable message, political or otherwise, 
occurs due to those who occupy the dominant hegemonic positions inflicting their 
will and privileged interpretation onto how a space should look and on how the city 
should operate. This understanding, though widespread, is a reductively flawed 
approach to understanding the complicated social construction of space and how 
multiple, competing and co-existing ideologies play out within any given space. It 
assumes a dominant social ideological structure that creates an “us and them” world 
where individuals or groups either agree with, and adhere to, the structure or disagree 
with it and violate it. This is problematic because it overlooks that within any space 
there are multiple ideas, ideologies and constructions of that space in use at any given 
time. Some may be in conflict and others may be cooperating, while some may go 
barely acknowledged.  
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 Additionally, this way of thinking assumes that the space itself is embedded 
with an ideology. It assumes that those using and/or occupying a space are not 
imposing their understanding of it and desires for it onto it through the ways that they 
use it. Certainly the latter is true. As geographer David Harvey writes, “The right to 
the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources; it is a right to 
change ourselves by changing the city” (Harvey, 2008). It is not a competition 
between the dominant class’s making of a city and the suppressed class’s oppositional 
desire to remake it. Rather the city and the spaces that comprise it are a collective 
construction made through how we see ourselves, how we understand the space and 
its utility, how we interpret the history of the space, and what we believe is an 
appropriate utilization of the space at a given time.  
This understanding of space and its meaning is less in line with the concept of 
“hegemony” (Williams, 1977) and more in line with Bourdieu’s concept of doxa 
(Bourdieu, 1977), that is, our commonsense understanding of things that structures 
our actions. Our understanding, though, comes from our cultural, historical, political 
and social perceptions both at the active and tacit level. This means that our doxa go 
largely unquestioned because they appear, and are assumed to be, natural. It is 
through our doxa then that we understand spaces and work to create them. But this 
also means that individuals with differing histories and social, political, economic and 
cultural experiences will understand spaces in different ways and thus interact with 
them differently, all while assuming that the way they are using a space is an 
appropriate and acceptable way to do so.  
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 It is important to remember that social spaces (and all city spaces are to some 
degree social spaces) are constructed through the different, interacting and competing 
meanings that the individuals or groups who use them imbue them with. However, it 
is also important to remember that certain groups or individuals can marshal more 
resources than others to cause their understanding or interpretation of a space to 
become the most continuously presented one and thus the one that seems the most 
natural. The embedded ideologies of spaces can go largely unquestioned or unnoticed 
until they are confronted with a competing ideology or conception. It is in these 
moments, as Cresswell (1991) puts it, “when different cultural values clash, that 
normative geographies get defined, maintained and reproduced” (p.332). Normative 
geographies, he says are as “landscape[s] of virtue in which particular settings are 
linked to particular actions and their interpreted meanings” (p. 332).  
 The virtue that is present within these spaces’ normative geographies is the 
virtue of the unspoken (and thus naturalized) dominant discourse of them. This is 
more simply put as the commonsense, appropriate ways that these spaces are used or 
conceived of and can be referred to as their quality. It is when a differing ideology or 
use appears within a space that the commonsense of that space is reveled and the 
quality of it gets discussed. The quality of the spaces that comprise the urban world 
are, of course, the qualities that comprise urban life. And the quality of urban life is 
very often designed around the best ways to package and sell spaces to ensure high 
property values and profitability for the property owners who occupy them and thus 
high property taxes for the city. It has long been known that the city is a commodity, 
but it is often overlooked that the experience of the city has become one as well. As 
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Harvey states, “Quality of urban life has become a commodity, as has the city itself, 
in a world where consumerism, tourism, cultural and knowledge-based industries 
have become major aspects of the urban political economy” (Harvey, 2003. p. 940). 
As such, it is the commodity of urban life as it reflects certain ideologies espoused by 
those with the preponderance of the resources that come to be the experiences 
advocated and supported. Those that violate these ideological constructions, and are 
thus seen to harm the commodity of urban life, are suppressed as well as their 
opponents resources will allow. Those experiences of urban life that do not improve it 
as a commodity then are subject to the pressures of suppression or erasure by those 
who have the power and ability to enforce their conception of a space onto it.   
 Following this understanding of space, graffiti is seen to spoil and desecrate 
public space doubly. It mars the physical space that it is placed on, but more 
powerfully and importantly, it ruins the quality of the experience of that space and 
thus devalues the commodity of urban life. To understand why graffiti gets cast in 
such a shadow it is necessary to see how it is constructed as both dirt and 
transgression. As the anthropologist Mary Douglas (2002) famously argued, dirt is 
not dirt simply by virtue of what it is. The prescription of dirt is attached to anything 
that is considered “matter out of place” (p. 44). Dirt then is ascribed to anything that 
violates the normative special ideology with which it interacts. Dirt is not an inherent 
condition, but rather a classification imposed onto something by a group or ideology 
that is powerful enough to impose a classificatory system. Within these systems dirt 
always falls at the bottom of the hierarchical value scale.  
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 Graffiti is dirt because it is an unauthorized (pun intended) presence on a 
surface that the prevailing discursive frame considers a violation of what it considers 
the collective concept of the space. Graffiti is generally seen as an act of defacement 
that disorders a space and as such elicits a type of dread in the observer that they feel 
when they encounter disarray or filth. The semiotic construction of a space, the way it 
acquires its meaning, integrity, culture and order, are violated by the imposition of 
graffiti onto it. Through the dominant discursive lens graffiti is not an expression of 
art, or the voice of a suppressed counterculture, or even possible evidence of artistic 
and communicative citizens. Rather it is seen only as a violation, as dirt, as non-
culture. As Susan Stewart says (1987) this interpretation is “graffiti as non-culture. 
Linked to the dirty, the animal, the uncivilized, and the profane, contemporary urban 
graffiti signify an interruption of boundaries of public and private space, an eruption 
of creativity and movement outside and through the claims of street, façade, exterior, 
and interior by which the city is articulated. Graffiti makes claims upon materiality, 
refusing to accept the air as the only free and unambiguously defined space” (p. 217).  
 This reading of graffiti is very apt as it shows how graffiti is seen as dirt for 
defiling both a physical space and the meanings that that spaces espouses. It also 
shows us how graffiti is seen as transgression because graffiti serves as evidence of 
the “uncivilized animals” that live among us who willingly violate our rules, 
regulations and symbolic boundaries. They knowingly and intentionally disturb the 
order of our society by putting up graffiti. But they also disturb the foundational 
civility of our cities by serving as evidence of an embedded criminal class who are 
more than willing to violate the social rules for their own ends, whatever those may 
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be. Graffiti represents the existence of a class of peoples who refuse the generally 
accepted social rules. Writers and the graffiti they produce are associated with the 
criminal by definition, but they are also associated with the impoverished and with 
the minority and with youth, itself an unstable and often marginalized category.  
The reasons for this are fairly obvious. Graffiti is thought of as a juvenile 
activity. It also is in the spaces within the city that are inhabited by poor and often 
minority populations where graffiti is most prominent and consistently exhibited 
because these spaces have access to the fewest resources. They are not tourist areas 
nor are they valuable business districts or high tax revenue areas, as such the graffiti 
that is placed there is the very last on the city’s priority list when it comes to graffiti 
removal (buffing). Further, even if the city does come through and remove the 
graffiti, it will only be removed from city owned property (telephone and light poles, 
mailboxes, street signs, etc). All of the graffiti on private property remains the 
responsibility of the property owner to remove. Graffiti could remain on these private 
spaces for any number of reasons, but usually the reasons are that the owners do not 
care about removing it due to the fact that it is a hassle to do so, since paint must be 
acquired and time must be taken out of the day to buff the graffiti or money must be 
spent to get someone to do it. 
 A much more common reason graffiti remains present in these spaces is that 
the property it is on is abandoned or owned by an absentee landlord who has let it 
become derelict. Philadelphia is home to more than 40,000 abandoned and vacant 
properties (Plan Philly) most of which are located in the poor, commercially 
undesirable portions of the city. These properties have no one maintaining them, 
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which make them a prime target for graffiti writers for the very reason that since they 
are abandoned they are unlikely to be buffed (there are other reasons that fall into the 
category of democratic iterations that will be discussed in a bit). Graffiti on these 
spaces becomes a type of shorthand for the potential dangers that may lurk in these 
spaces, but also for the violation of the collective agreement about what city spaces 
are in general. Abandoned private property violates the idea that city spaces are to be 
used by a collection of invested individuals who have, at least, overlapping ideas 
about what a successful community looks like.  
As noted architect Louis Khan stated in The Room, The Street and Human 
Agreement, “The Street is a room of agreement. The street is dedicated by each house 
owner to the city in exchange for common services” (1971, p. 255). The street, then, 
is not just a collection of properties, but rather a collection of people who come 
together to agree on a type of society that they wish to exist in. They negotiate as best 
they can the most pragmatically functional way to achieve it with the collective entity 
designed to represent their interests, e.g. the city government. This statement, of 
course, sounds questionable, because cities have moved so far in the direction of 
having only moneyed interests be the ones that get a political voice if they have 
commercial stakes in the development, allocation or use of a space that those without 
the financial means to access the ear of city officials experience an adversarial 
relationship with city government and services. Understanding “the street” (city 
spaces) as an agreement about what the city should be from a social perspective 
allows us to view abandoned properties as a violation of a collective social contract. It 
is these spaces that mar the landscape by being left unused and thus defy the 
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agreement of the street by being spaces left fallow or to languish by the property 
owner in the hopes that they may maximize their return upon the future sale of the 
property. Graffiti on these spaces then can be seen as a type of protest that makes the 
abandonment and dereliction of these places more obvious by calling attention to 
them by placing graffiti upon them.  
We know that at the very least graffiti serves to call attention to itself and the 
spaces on which it is placed, because it interrupts what Ferrell refers to as the 
“aesthetics of authority,” (Ferrell, 1996) or the normative aesthetics that produce neat 
and tidy spaces that adhere to those ideologies most consistent with the capitalist 
interests in the area. As such, graffiti, while part of the dereliction of a space, also 
serves as a conscious form of visual signposting that informs the surrounding 
community that a space has been, or is becoming, discarded. Graffiti writer Caze 
illustrates this in no uncertain terms. He says that when he is out routing, especially 
when he is routing in the rain, he will always run up onto the porches of abandoned 
houses as he paints them. His reasoning for painting these spaces is simple, “Cause 
fuck it, if the city don’t want to fix ‘em up and put people in ‘em then I’m gonna hit 
‘em” (Field notes). What his tags do here is serve as both a way to “get up” and be 
recognized in the graffiti community, but also to point out to city residents and 
officials that while people in the city remain without homes many houses are laying 
totally empty and could be filled.  
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This mentality is not unique to him either. Kasso explains that he started 
writing graffiti 
on the spaces he 
did because the 
places he was 
painting were 
already 
completely 
destroyed. They were no longer functional because they were no longer able to be 
part of the working social fabric of the places in which they existed. He says, “you 
couldn’t fuck these spots up anymore, so I wanted to create something, art, there that 
people would like” (Field notes). In a way, Kasso’s construction of what graffiti does 
to an abandoned space is to reintegrate it back into the social fabric of the community 
by making it an art piece or a political statement or both, i.e. his Ghandi “be the 
change you want to see in the world” mural. The image featured above is yet another 
example of this. It is a Dare SAM1 wicked on the front of an abandoned house with 
the message “I love my neighborhood” painted next to it.  Certainly one reading of 
this could be an ironic one. With “I love my neighborhood” meaning something 
equivalent to “look at how bad this space has gotten,” but this abandoned house was 
the only one on an impoverished, but inhabited block. It is more likely that the 
intended meaning was along the lines of pointing out the abandoned property and 
expressing that even though the owners (possibly the city) have let it become derelict 
there are still individuals around who care about the quality of the neighborhood and 
Figure 8 Dare wicked/wicket on abandoned house, Northwest Philadelphia 2013 
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how the social spaces therein produce the life of that neighborhood. This graffiti then 
serves as a political statement protesting how the presence of this abandoned home 
does an injustice to those invested in this space and community, as much as it serves 
as an act of getting up to advertise Dare’s name and reputation.   
It would be easy to dismiss this point by saying that graffiti writers value all 
spaces, public or private, the same and are first and foremost concerned with being 
seen. Writers would write on anywhere or anything that offers them visibility and 
increased reputation. And as such, any political allusions to the democratic use of 
public space can be ignored because they themselves are always violating their own 
standards. This interpretation, however, fails because it does not understand that 
graffiti writers adhere to a system of guidelines or rules about where it is and is not 
acceptable to put graffiti. The important, and almost consistently overlooked, spatial 
distinction that graffiti writers make is a quasi-Marxian one. Simply put, writers 
understand public property as fair game for graffiti, while personal property is not.  
 According to Marx, "private property" refers to ownership of productive, 
value-producing assets, which are possessed by an owner or small group of owners 
who receives the surplus value generated through their means of production. 
In capitalism, the surplus value created from production is profit, and for Marxists it 
is also exploitation. Personal property, on the other hand, includes items intended for 
personal use, clothes, homes, vehicles, etc. These are items that are used in the 
individual production of peoples’ lives and it is assumed that they are not profiting 
from their ownership of the property. This is the basic orienting distinction that 
writers use to determine what are and are not acceptable places to put graffiti (there 
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are, of course, many other factors and rules that writers consider that will be covered 
later).   
 Following this then, abandoned property is always an acceptable place for 
graffiti as is any publicly held or funded property and any property used to produce 
profit. This means that for writers any physical property possessed by the city or used 
privately to make money is fair game. Just as Marx considers the bourgeois 
capitalist’s use of private property to create surplus value an exploitation of the 
proletariat, graffiti writers see the use of the collective public landscape to advertise 
and further business interests an exploitation of it. As such writers see all publicly 
funded spaces and spaces used to produce privately held profit as acceptable and 
valid places for graffiti. The use of these spaces in this way produces reputation for 
the writers and undermines their use as authoritatively controlled or capitalistically 
held spaces. Graffiti on these spaces shows that individuals are able to alter their 
landscape without the financial resources to officially do so, even if only temporarily. 
It also shows that spaces perceived as being inaccessible, untouchable and defined 
can be accessed, altered, redefined and reimagined.  
 There is great potential in this, even if it is often unacknowledged by the 
population in general and even by members of the graffiti community. The potential 
lies in the disruptiveness of graffiti. It is a violation of the normative visual order, 
which in turn is a violation of the symbolic order of spaces, which is what the 
dominant legal and political systems are built on. It strikes against the prevailing 
systems using what Michel de Certeau calls a “tactic.” He refers to tactics as “an art 
of the weak” (de Certeau, p. 37). de Certeau says, “Tactics belong to the ‘other.’ They 
 78 
are seized opportunities of power or resistance within the domain of a more powerful 
regime. Those employing tactics do not keep what they win. They must also seek 
their opportunities within time constraints” (p. 38). This is an almost too apropos 
description of what graffiti is and does. The powerful prevailing ideologies present in 
the rhetoric of the city government and many of the major media sources have 
worked hard to disenfranchise and otherize graffiti writers to the point where what 
they produce can be seen as nothing more than dirt and/or childish destruction. 
Writers confront (and embrace) this positioning simply by writing graffiti. Graffiti 
becomes their rebellion, their political voice and their claim to the right to the city. It 
is a way to make their voice heard when those in control dismiss them outright and 
will not listen. In this way graffiti writers become the “author of their own existence” 
who make noise in a social milieu that wants them to be quiet, passive consumers.   
 The idea behind the right to the city is that all members of a city have the right 
to attempt to produce a meaningful life in a supportive and nurturing environment 
where individuals come together to construct the landscape based upon collectively 
understood usage and purpose. This has long been a foundational idea behind what 
being an urban citizen meant, but as cities became more and more industrialized and 
developed the ability for the average citizen to have a voice in how their city 
developed diminished. The moneyed interests began to take a greater and greater hold 
over how the city developed visually, architecturally and ideologically. As increased 
corporate development and advertising dollars began to flood cities and as those cities 
local governments’ began to rely on and partner more and more with corporate 
interests to fund and produce their cities the ability for the average citizen to have a 
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voice in how their city developed became more and more muted. The Situationalists 
were noting this kind of individual disenfranchisement as far back as 1957. They 
understood that the aesthetics of public space were directly connected to the politics 
of those spaces, and as spaces became more corporate, sterilized and dull so too did 
the political discourse within them.  As the ability of the average citizen to effectively 
alter the physical spaces that they existed in to be more in line with, and useful for, 
their lived experience degraded so too did their effective political voice. The right to 
the city became one more and more based upon one’s access to finance capital.  
 Many find this to be an unacceptable shift in the way cities and city life 
develops. As Harvey says, “The results of this increasing polarization in the 
distribution of wealth and power are indelibly etched into the spatial forms of our 
cities, which increasingly become cities of fortified fragments, of gated communities 
and privatized public space kept under constant surveillance” (Harvey, 2013 p.15) As 
the city becomes more controlled, beholden to corporate interests and surveilled the 
potential places where alternative imaginings and makings of the city, and city life, 
are present become diminished. These spaces become defined for limited and specific 
usage. Behavior not in line with these prescribed forms becomes sanctioned and dealt 
with authoritatively. The communitas, the spirit of community in which all members 
are equal and have an equal say in the production of that community, is degraded 
(Turner, 1975) as what is thought of as public space becomes mere extensions of the 
of the private spaces that juxtapose it.  
 Graffiti (amongst other forms of unauthorized behavior) in these spaces offers 
a return of some degree of liminality to them. It bucks the prevailing construction of 
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that space and shows that other forms of it or existing in it are possible. It evokes 
Lefebvre’s — and later Foucault’s — concept of “heterotopia,” which calls into the 
mind of the viewer the liminality of space and the potential that that liminality offers. 
As Harvey describes it, “heterotopia…delineates liminal social spaces of possibility 
where ‘something different’ is not only possible, but foundational for the defining of 
revolutionary trajectories. This ‘something different’ does not necessarily arise out of 
a conscious plan, but more simply out of what people do, feel, sense, and come to 
articulate as they seek meaning in their daily lives.” (Harvey, 2013 xvii) In this sense 
graffiti is a retaking of these spaces and a re-imbuing of them with liminality and 
potentiality by offering a different way of thinking about and interacting with them. 
Graffiti offers a reimagining of these spaces, and alters the feel and sense, or qualia, 
of them. But not in the negative fear-inducing and criminality-evoking way that the 
city authorities and media have presented. Graffiti thought of in this way offers a 
revitalization of the possible expressive desires of a place. This graffiti says, “these 
spaces have the ability to be whatever those who use them want them to be and it is 
through actively reimagining them and using them as we see fit that they will become 
what we desire them to be.”  
  This interpretation of graffiti finds it firmly in line with the ideals of what 
theorists consider important inclusions for the concept of modern urban public life. 
These ideas, amongst others, are spontaneous usage of public space and enjoyment of 
it, appropriating the streets for celebration, using space to entertain the masses, 
encouraging free circulation, and using the streets as a place of play and self-
discovery. (Benjamin 1999, Harvey 2006, Jacobs 1961, Sennett 1992). These ideals 
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encourage the egalitarian use of public space and the presence of flaneurs, those 
“whose actions are mysterious but somehow purposive and perhaps, therefore 
threatening and subversive” (Harvey 2006, 29). The grand terror that the authorities 
see in graffiti is not the one asserted through the “broken windows” theory (Kelling 
and Wilson, 1982) that states that if these minor infractions are allowed to exist and 
persist than greater ones will follow until the structure spirals into chaos. No, the 
authorities are afraid of graffiti because it is a form of social playing that can 
undermine the established order and “derail common systems of designation” 
(Baudrillard, 1993 p. 78). 
Graffiti offers a violation of these codes and an emptying of the significance 
of these sign systems. It shows that the dominant construction of a space is not a 
totalizing one; rather it can be altered by those that occupy it. The lived experience of 
the citizen does not have to be one exclusively dictated by those who built and control 
the spaces they occupy. Graffiti is one of the “Innumerable ways of playing and 
foiling the other’s game, that is, the space instituted by others, characterize by the 
subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of the groups which, since they lack their own 
space, have to get along in a network of already established forces and 
representations. In these combatants’ stratagems, there is a certain art of placing one’s 
blows, a pleasure at getting around the rules of a constraining space” (de Certeau, 
1988 p. 18).  
 In short graffiti does not contribute to the unmaking of a social space as the 
city government and mass media have tried to convince the public. Rather it 
contributes to a remaking of social space in a way that is less controlled by city 
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authorities and corporate interests. This is, of course, the real terror of graffiti for the 
authorities and corporate interests. Graffiti acts as a tiny throwing off of the chains of 
oppression of the rules that dominate and structure our social existence and serves as 
evidence of a portion of the population willing to do so. It is not the actual graffiti that 
scares those who despise it, but the knowledge that there is a portion of the population 
who will not capitulate to the authoritatively imposed rules and who exhibit this 
defiance publicly through their graffiti, who do so knowing that they will be 
sanctioned if caught and that the work they do will be erased. What de Certeau refers 
to as the “pleasure at getting around the rules of a constraining space,” (De Certeau, 
1988 p. 18) Steve ESPO Powers calls “getting over.” It is the willingness and ability 
to “get over” that infuriates city officials and the police that cause them to (over?) 
react to graffiti in the ways they do.  
 It has been noted that when graffiti first emerged it was thought of as a 
mischievous novelty, not the serious crime it is considered today (Mitman, 2014). 
And that with the increased criminalization of graffiti writers have gone to further 
lengths to get up and the police, and occasionally the courts, have gone to further 
lengths to stop them. This has resulted in aggressive police tactics and the shift in the 
mentality of graffiti writers from one of members of a subculture to members of a 
counterculture (Mitman, 2014). Which then resulted in more aggressive police tactics.  
 There are many cases of police assaulting graffiti writers once they are in their 
custody. The most famous case occurred on September 15th, 1983. It is that of 
Michael Stewart who on the New York Police Department caught tagging a 
Manhattan subway wall and beat so severely that Stewart spent 13 days in a coma 
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before dying. This got minor media coverage, but there are many other stories that 
circulate among writers that frame their interactions with police. Baby told me about 
a young writer who wrote Gonz who the police caught and beat so severely that they 
split his skull and caused him to spend weeks in the hospital. A retired writer, who 
wrote Smak, told me a story about how when the police for caught him writing, 
instead of arresting him, the officers who apprehended him took down to a parking lot 
in the Navy Yard and gave him a phone book to “protect” himself with as they beat 
him with nightsticks until they felt he was sufficiently taught his lesson. I say 
“protect” because Smak told me the phone book was not really for his protection, but 
more to reduce bruising on his body and thus make it more difficult for Smak to 
prove the event happened (The nightsticks struck the phone book that Smak had 
pressed against his body. This caused the impact from the blows to be spread out over 
a larger surface area of his body and thus be less likely to cause bruises.).  
 These are merely two stories of police brutality, but every writer has or knows 
one. These interactions with the police cause most graffiti writers to have a very 
adversarial relationship with the police, which can remain with them for the rest of 
their lives. Writer Peter, who is a talented artist and law-abiding citizen in every other 
sense, has developed such an intense dislike of the police that he refused to thank a 
police officer who returned his wallet to him. Moon would not call the police when he 
was robbed and severely beaten, because he did not trust that they would help him. 
Instead he chose to carry a gun for protection. Their previous interactions with police 
had fomented in them an animosity that caused them to not want to deal with the 
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police again in any capacity. I did not understand this mindset until I had my own 
negative police encounter.  
 
The Arrest 
 I am interviewing Zero on a bench in Clark Park near 44th and 
Woodland Ave. We are casually drinking some beers while we talk and I show him a 
reissue of the eminently popular 1980s graffiti Ultrawide marker I had recently 
acquired. It is a nice warm May evening at about 7pm. I catch a small tag on the 
bench. He says, “Funny you did that man, cause I was just thinking of doing the same 
thing.” So I give him the marker and he does one and I tell to him “put me up too.” I 
was partially joking, but he puts a “Zero-W-Tyson” tag along the back of the bench. 
The “W” is a sign in Philly that the writers are together, did the tags (or throws of 
whatever) together and is a sign of friendship. This flatters me, and I feel like I’m part 
of this community now.  
 Some time goes by, and as we were slowly drinking beers on this bench Zero 
catches a big, complicated tag on the sidewalk. (I know it was complicated because 
later the arresting officer wrote that I had tagged my name and something “that police 
could not decipher” on the citation). Still everything is fine. A few minutes later I 
begin to do the same thing, and I guess we forgot to look around, because about five 
seconds into putting this tag on the sidewalk two white, late-thirties bike cops ride up 
out of seemingly nowhere (chances are they were just on patrol and spotted us) and 
say “What are you doing?”  
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Well, there was no real good answer to this question, so I said nothing. One of 
the officers took the marker, asked what it was and I tell him what it is and then he 
told us to give him our IDs. This had to be particularly frightening for Zero because 
he was already on probation and already going to court to see if he has to do time for 
a probation violation for marijuana. But I had the marker, and they only saw me 
doing anything, so the officer assumed that I did it all, which is an indication that he 
has absolutely no idea how the graffiti world around him works. He started with the 
typical police questioning that is normal in these types of scenarios: “What are you 
doing here, does it make you feel like a big man to see your name on the street! Huh, 
with all these kids around, near where all these kids play! You should be ashamed of 
yourself.”  
He talked and Zero and I are sitting there and his partner picked up a beer 
bottle, which is in a paper bag, off the ground next to us and said “what’s this?” Zero 
says it’s a beer. The officer said, “ I know that smart guy, what kind of beer?” I think 
he was thinking it was some cheap malt liquor so we would fit his stereotype of 
trashy graffiti writers, but it was a quite good IPA and when he pulls the bottle out to 
look at the label he seemed to get a little less agitated. He said, “You know this is 
illegal too.” Zero said “yes” and apologized. The officer dumped its contents into the 
grass and said not to do it again. At this point I do not think the officer talking to me 
had seen the tags on the bench because he was looking at me and looking in his ticket 
book the whole time. But the next time he looked up at me he saw the tags on the 
bench and got really angry. He said, “you know what, stand up, you’re going to jail” 
(Field notes).   
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So I stood up, he cuffed me and pushed me back down on the bench. Zero was 
still sitting next to me and he’d been through this before so since it did not look like 
they were going to arrest him he asked if he could help by getting word to someone 
for me. I told him yes he could. I asked him to walk to my house, which is only a few 
blocks away and tell Paige (my partner) that I’ve been arrested and where to go 
looking for me. The officer clearly did not like that anyone would potentially be 
helping me out of the predicament I was in because he yelled at Zero, “you you’re 
free to go, get outta here!” Zero politely told the cops that he will wait for me and 
they told him to leave again. He stayed for a bit longer but the cop seemed to be 
intentionally taking an exceedingly long time making his decision about what to do 
with me.  
I tried to dull the situation by saying “Isn’t there anything I can do that would 
make all of this easier for all of us?” The cop did not like this at all. He walked 
around his bike and got about an inch away from my face and said, “What did you 
say? Don’t talk back to me! Am I wasting your time? You’re going to jail tonight. 
I’m gonna take you up to 55th street.” He said this in an effort to intimidate and 
threaten me, because not only would I be going into a holding cell I would be one of 
the presumably few white people in that holding cell as the area is predominantly 
African-American. He thought I should be frightened by this and tried to play on a 
racialized general fear of African-Americans that he believed I have or should have. 
He looked at me and leaned in closer and said, “How old are you, 31, you disgust me. 
You know what I think you are? You’re a douchebag” (Field notes).  
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At this point I am absolutely sure that if it were darker and if it were a less 
public place he would have hit me. He then told me to come back and clean all this 
off tomorrow, which was confusing because he had just said he was going to take me 
to jail, but would be 
less so if he was 
planning on 
releasing me. Zero, 
who to his credit still 
had not left, says 
he’d help me clean 
it. The cop then told 
Zero to leave or he would be arrested too and Zero looked at me and says he will not 
go far and walked off.  
I’m still cuffed and the officer kept saying that he is going to take me in. But 
his partner kept asking him if he wanted “that CD” and the officer kept saying hold 
on. At the time I did not realize “CD” is “court date,” which is what they give you 
when they arrest you, and schedule a time before a judge for you without taking you 
in to be booked. Eventually, the officer said “yeah gimmie the CD.” And he looked at 
me and said “the only reason I’m not taking you in is because there have been so 
many shootings lately that I don’t want to tie up a car with your dumbass.” Then he 
made me stand up, he took off the cuffs and told me to “get the fuck out of here.” 
And I do.  
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The Trials 
 The court cases that followed illustrate how mandatory procedures and the 
difference of opinions that exist within the authoritative structure that is the court can 
be frustrating to police officers like the one who arrested me. This happens largely 
because the officers do not feel that the courts adequately punish the offenders, who 
they feel are causing real destruction and disorder and instilling fear into the citizens 
who use the spaces they mark. (Incidentally, the “the courts do not punish them 
sufficiently” logic is the impetus for much of the police aggression against graffiti 
writers)   
 At my first trial date The Court of Common Pleas was a busy place. Groups of 
offenders were being let into courtroom 404 every hour. This is how the court system 
keeps the defendants moving through the court and allows the court to get through as 
much of it’s docket as possible. The hallway on this day was particularly crowded 
because a large group of teenagers had been arrested for underage drinking at a 
Phillies game. The hallway was busy with the teenagers, their parents and in some 
cases their lawyers. The rest of the hallway crowd was comprised of petty shoplifters 
and people cited for open container and loitering violations.  
 When our hour in the courtroom was drawing near the bailiff told us to line up 
against the wall, and to remain silent unless we were speaking to the judge, and to 
absolutely turn our phones off. He informed us that if our phone rings in court or we 
interrupt proceedings by taking a picture of otherwise using it we would be found to 
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be in contempt of court and arrested. At this we all shut off our phones, even the teens 
most engrossed in their phones quickly did so. When our 2pm hour arrived the bailiff 
opened the courtroom door and we all filed in and found seats. There are about 40 of 
us and we are all expected to be heard and processed in the allotted hour. This means 
that the judge could not spend more than about two minutes on any one defendant. 
This did not turn out to be much of a problem because the preponderance of the 
audience were the underage drinkers, all of whom chose to enroll in the Summary 
Diversion Program, which is a program that they each would pay $200 to take. They 
would attend a class all day for one Saturday and their records would remain clean.  
 When my time before the judge arrived I asked if I too could take the 
Summary Diversion Program. She told me that because of the nature of my crime I 
could not. So I said, “Okay, I plead guilty.” She looked at me, and looked down at her 
file that listed what I had done and said, “No, you have to go to a summary trial and 
have a judge determine fines and sentencing.” I was shocked. I expected to plead 
guilty and get a fine. The fines were not insignificant, $178 or $225 depending on 
what the judge decided. Almost everyone was issued a $178 fine and sent on their 
way. I was not given the ability to accept a fine and move on. I had to go before 
another judge and have him determine how to properly make restitution for the crime. 
Not only was I unsettled by this, I was also a bit humiliated as this whole scene 
played out with an audience.  
 I contacted a lawyer and did some research. I was being charged with 3rd 
Degree Misdemeanor Criminal Mischief (property damage exceeding $150), which 
carried a maximum penalty of up to a year in jail, a fine of up to $2,000 or both. The 
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lawyer I talked to said that I likely had nothing to worry about, considering it was my 
first offense, but that he would be happy to represent me for the small fee of $3,000. 
While I appreciated his offer I was in no financial position to accept it, so I went to 
my second trial for criminal mischief alone. Allow me to remind you that this was for 
writing in marker on the sidewalk and on a public bench that was already covered in 
graffiti, some of which was carved into it. The day of my second trial arrived and I 
went to a different courtroom where I sat outside and waited to see a judge.  
 Both of my trials were scheduled for early afternoon on a weekday. I was 
lucky enough to be employed as a college lecturer at the time and thankfully my 
schedule was not interrupted by the trials, but it is not difficult to see how having to 
go to multiple trials for a misdemeanor offense could result in the individual losing 
their job and having to resort to day labor, undocumented work or even illegal 
activity in order to make the money they need to produce their lives. This is, of 
course, largely described as just another cost of breaking the law. But it is absolutely 
that, a cost levied on the offender that they can pay in no other way than with their 
time. And it can have serious and long-term negative effects on their life and 
employment status. This cost is, at best, tacitly acknowledged when the ways that 
low-level offenders are forced to interact with the legal system are considered.   
 This courtroom functioned differently from the first one. The defendants all 
went in one by one and when I was called I did not go immediately into a courtroom. 
I was ushered into a different waiting room that looked a bit like a cross between a 
DMV waiting room and a bank. There was a row of seats that faced a counter that had 
small windows covered in bars separating one side from the other. I would come to 
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find out that these windows were where people who had to fill out probation 
paperwork, receive and pay for ankle monitors, or report to be taken into custody, 
amongst other things would go. I sat in this room for about half an hour before my 
case was called. The courtroom was much smaller than the first. It reminded me a 
courtroom from a television judge show. I stood on one side by a podium and the 
partner of the arresting officer stood on the other side. (I do not know why the 
arresting officer did not show) A few minutes pass and a judge emerges from his 
chambers, sits down, looks over my case file and asks me what I plead. I said 
“guilty.” He said, “Your crime is very serious and we take it seriously.” Then he 
turned to the officer and asked who owned the property on which the graffiti occurred 
and if they had any special requests or instructions as to how I should be punished or 
if what was graffitied had any significant value to the owners of the property.  
 Judges in these types of cases have a lot of leeway. They are assessing 
property damage, but also the psychological and/or emotional damage that they feel 
was inflicted upon the area by the graffiti and the graffiti writer. This is the idea 
embedding in the legal structure that all forms of graffiti are inherently not art and as 
such can offer no positive cultural or visual contribution to an area, but more so that 
they are a form of violence inflicted on all members of a given space. The officer says 
that the graffiti was done in a public park that is partially privately funded, but that no 
one had contacted them with any concerns regarding the graffiti. He does go out of 
his way to tell the judge that the graffiti was done near a playground where young 
children play, showing that he views graffiti as, minimally, a form of obscenity that 
children should not be exposed to.  
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 The judge again reminds me how serious my crime was. He then says, “Not 
everyone thinks this is funny. I don’t think it’s funny. Don’t write your name on other 
peoples’ things.” He is almost smirking when he says this, and — despite his 
inflammatory rhetoric — he does not seem to be taking this very seriously. I feel a 
sense of relief when he says all this, and he issues his judgment: court costs, $168. 
The fine I receive is, one, not exactly a fine so much as it is the defendant covering 
the cost of his trial, and two, lower than the lowest fine I could have paid if I had been 
allowed to plead guilty at the first trial. I am not sure how much time and money was 
spent processing paper work and staffing courtrooms and paying judges for me to be 
tried twice, but I am certain that the cost was in excess of $168.  
 I leave relieved and return to the small DMV/bank waiting room where I fill 
out some paperwork and give it to a clerk who tells me where I can go to pay the fine 
or where to send a check. I thank him, leave the courthouse and pay the court costs 
the next day. All of this showed that while the police and the legal system have a 
strong negative opinion of graffiti, the individuals who ultimately have the power to 
enact those laws do not always share the idea that graffiti is as destructive, physically 
or ideologically, as those who put the laws in place or who enforce them. The police 
see graffiti and graffiti writers as an affront and threat to the law and order that they 
are working every day to uphold. As such individuals who are willing to break the 
law and do so in a way that flaunts that they have broken it by leaving a visual 
advertisement the police find personally offensive. It is one thing for criminality to 
exist, but it is another thing to them to have a group of counterculture members out 
there actively advertising their defiance. This is one of the reasons why the officer 
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who arrested me was so aggressive, because he was personally offended by what I 
had done. He was not lying when he said that he thought I was a “douchebag.” But 
unlike him, the judge I dealt with on the other hand had a different interpretation of 
what I had done. He constructs it more as a form of mischievousness, like turnstile 
jumping or skateboarding where one should not. This is why he tells me that not 
everyone thinks it is funny. Because he does not see it as causing any real social harm 
he does not consider it a serious violation of the law. 
The scene that played out in that court room is an important one because it 
exemplifies three separate interpretations of graffiti, but it is more significant because 
all of the interpretations are equally valid, which is where so much of the tension in 
and around the graffiti counterculture lies. According to positioning theory (Harre and 
Lagenhove, 1999) the process through which individuals come to think about, 
construct and understand their world is both a social and a personal process. 
Individuals create meaning through symbolic cognitive tools like language, symbolic 
and iconic representation systems and learned models. This matters for our current 
graffiti discussion, because it allows us to understand the differing dispositions held 
by the involved parties. As Harre and Logenhove tell us people build their world 
(their ideologies about it and memories of it) through a personal introspective 
process, but in a much stronger way, through a social process. That social process, as 
Vygotsky (1978) informs us, occurs through a sort of psychological symbiosis where 
the junior members of a group learn from its senior members the group’s thoughts 
and practices. Individuals are socialized into the ways of thinking of the groups that 
they belong to. As these groups create and understand their collective worldview and 
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mythology they begin to understand and position other groups in specific ways. It is 
not uncommon for the ways one group positions and understands another to be 
incompatible with how that other group thinks of themselves or the other group. It is 
equally likely that differing groups will have simultaneous but discordant 
interpretations of behaviours or actions.  
 
The Authoritative Constructions of Graffiti 
It is this differing of interpretations about graffiti in general and my actions 
specifically that caused the officer, the judge and myself to act the ways that we did. 
As stated earlier, graffiti writers (myself included), the police and the judicial 
community all construct and position the other groups in different ways because of 
how they think about and interact with them. It is the ways that each group views the 
other groups as interacting with each other that inform their opinions of that group. In 
the simplest terms the police see the graffiti writers as disrespectful criminals, the 
writers see the police as authoritative thugs, the judges see the writers, in most cases, 
as petty criminals at best, The writers see the judges as representatives of repressive, 
draconian and unfair city policies and the police often see the judges, in terms of 
graffiti writers, as individuals who do not understand the severity of the crime and are 
too soft on it. All of this causes all of the involved groups to view each other in a 
negative light.  
While some may say that this is obvious, what with writers at least partially 
defining themselves as anti-authoritarian figures who must naturally act in opposition 
with regard to the laws of the dominant structure and its authoritative actors (the 
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police and courts) the underlying reasons for why these groups position the other 
groups the way they do is more complicated. It involves how and why we see and 
think of the city the way we do. The city is a political construction negotiated around 
the ability to marshal resources on one’s behalf. What is important for this discussion 
is that these negotiations between actors play out in the aesthetics of the city. How the 
city looks and who can be represented within it becomes a form of evidence of who 
has or is grasping for power, with all of its varied meanings Adorno (2005) describes 
just this idea when he talks about German architecture as a model for Germany’s 
political reconstruction. Lefebvre notably referred to spaces as “horizons of meaning” 
(1991, p. 220-226) saying that city architecture and the overall aesthetic construction 
of a city exhibits its ideas about itself politically and about how it values its 
citizenship by how it organizationally structures their ability to interact. Even John 
Dewey, in Art as Experience (2005), described how architecture and the construction 
of the city was directly related to the values of collective life that are expressed within 
and said to resonate with that architectural aesthetic. The way in which architectural 
aesthetics effect, influence and constrain the human interactions within a space or a 
city is an important topic to understand when looking at graffiti from a political 
perspective.  
The Haussmanization of Paris is the most famous example of the effects 
architecture and aesthetics have on city life. While the change helped a great many 
people and improved the city in many ways (it slowed or stopped the spread of 
disease, made the city more “policeable” and eased transportation through it) the 
changes also met with criticisms. The most vocal being that the changes destroyed the 
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historical architecture of Paris and thus a piece of its collective culture and history, 
but an equally valid claim was that the changes disenfranchised a portion of the 
population by displacing thousands of homes and businesses, causing dramatic 
increases in rents and creating urban ghettos for those too poor to afford proper 
housing in this new Paris. This type of large-scale disenfranchisement of a city’s 
population that was already, minimally, financially marginalized for the seeming 
benefit of all is the type of social and individual alienation that graffiti writers battle 
by doing what they do.  
If we take sociologist Richard Sennett’s (1996) understanding of the city as a 
body we can more clearly understand the oppositional ways that the authoritative 
structures and graffiti writers construct graffiti. From the perspective of the 
authorities graffiti represents a form of toxicity that could be detrimental to the 
overall health of the body of the city. It is a form of urban cancer to them. Not 
because of the physical graffiti sprayed on the walls, but because it is evidence of a 
portion of the city population who refuse to accept the functional construction of the 
healthy body for some, while others are relegated to the portions of the urban body 
that must process or live among filth. For the authorities graffiti is the unhealthy, and 
potentially toxic, spread of filth through the urban body. The toxicity comes from the 
graffiti writers; the graffiti itself is merely the wounds they leave behind. This is 
really what those who espouse the broken windows theory are saying when they 
evoke it. Their real fear is not that letting minor crimes go leads to bigger crimes in an 
area. It is that those minor crimes are evidence of a criminal element who got away 
with them, and if those criminals are allowed to exist unpunished they will certainly 
 97 
get more brazen and begin committing more serious crimes or usher more serious 
criminals into the area. This is fallacious, of course, but it is a powerful ideology and 
when invoked politically it can grant power and help shift laws with its “tough on 
crime” stance.  
But while the authorities see graffiti writers as toxic, writers and their 
supporters see what they are doing as engaging in forms of expression or adorning the 
city. In keeping with Sennett’s metaphor, writers are providing the body of the city 
with tattoos and scars. The tattoos they provide are the pieces of graffiti that are done 
to show off the quality of that graffiti. This is anything from a piece, to a good throw 
to a well-executed tag. The scars are the graffiti done just to get up, largely tags, that 
also evoke the political speech writers are making through their acts. The scars 
question why the city does not care about this portion of it the way it cares about 
other sections of itself. Even the buffed sections of certain parts of the city (the square 
paint blotches on walls, telephone poles, electrical boxes, etc. clearly covering 
something, or the power washed spots that leave the ghostly outline of the tags that 
used to be there) call to mind that only certain types of people and expression are 
allowed in a specific area and that the city is willing to invest some of its resources to 
ensure this. This creation of tattoos and scars alone is (extraordinarily debatably) 
noble work. One adds free urban beautification for those that appreciate the visual 
and the other points out the cracks in the support system that should be equally 
available to all tax paying citizens, but clearly gets allocated more toward those 
sections of town that bring in revenue, which furthers a cycle of investment where 
some areas get wealthier and more invested in and others get ignored and become 
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more destitute. Pointing out the cracks in the system is certainly not in the best 
interests of the city authorities, which is one of the reasons they demonize graffiti, but 
in the words of Leonard Cohen, “There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light 
gets in.”  
Sennett (1996, p.216) explains how in 1516 Venice the city began to force its 
Jewish population into ghettos as its wealth began to deplete. The Jewish population 
was ghettoized and segregated for being different and further, were scapegoated for 
the city’s economic downturn. This provides us with an apt analogy for graffiti and 
Philadelphia. Just as Venice’s Jewish population was actively separated from the rest 
of the city’s citizens and placed into ghettos, so too has Philadelphia (like most major 
American cities) ghettoized graffiti and graffiti writers. As shown earlier the city 
allows graffiti to exist within the impoverished areas that it sees as having little or no 
political or commercial value, that is unless the graffiti exhibits even a vaguely 
political message, as we saw with Kasso’s Jane Golden piece, or is on a place within 
that space that individuals who the city believes contribute to it (i.e. individuals who 
spend or make taxable money in the city) will have to see it. Many of the streets that 
the city has deemed “graffiti free zones” or those that they diligently work to keep 
graffiti free are arterial streets, almost as a nod to Sennett. These streets run the length 
of the city and pass through many neighborhoods, poor and prosperous alike. They 
become a representation of the city for those who traverse them. The city knows this 
and works to keep them clean to preserve their desired semiotic interpretation of 
themselves as an organized, controlled and thriving place. This is accomplished by 
hiding what it believes are other sign systems that violate this desired reading.  
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The most obvious aspects of the city that it works to hide are its crime and its 
poverty, as these are affronts to the idea of the thriving city that it presents to itself 
and to outsiders. The city hides the actual poverty as best it can by keeping those 
individuals out of its tourist and elite areas with pricing and policing. But more 
importantly the city needs to keep the signs of poverty and criminality out of these 
areas. The city and the media worked hard from the early 1970s on to associate 
graffiti with both of these things so it must be washed clean from the areas that the 
city considers valuable or important. Graffiti is the representation of bodies that reject 
and refuse the aesthetic organization of the city and the authoritative structure it 
denotes. It is no coincidence that just as Sennett describes Venice ghettoizing it’s 
Jewish population as the city fell into economic decline the Philadelphia city 
authorities and media began their media campaign to defame and ghettoize (associate 
with the poor and the criminal) graffiti as the city began to experience the financial 
effects of deindustrialization. Both groups became the vilified symptoms or reasons 
for the declining wealth (“the Jews drove all the businesses away” or “no one would 
open a business here, look at all the graffiti”) and were subject to othering and 
monstrous misconceptualizations of their personhood. Sennett tells us the Jews 
became unrecognizable as citizens and even rumors that the men menstruated were 
spread (1996). Similarly, graffiti writers are robbed of a bit of their citizenship when 
the fact that they are graffiti writers in revealed. They are assumed to be anti-citizens 
who seek to see the downfall of society at large, as opposed to individuals who 
engage in the practice of writing their assumed name on things.  
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Writers, though, experience another type of othering that almost no other 
criminally classified group encounters. They are seen as bodies rejecting and cutting 
themselves free from the traditional profit driven motivations of capitalist production. 
They are making something (not art, or somewhere on the spectrum of art) and they 
are doing so for free and with considerable risk to their freedom and safety. This is 
confusing and unsettling for those portions of the population who can only see society 
as a system of interactions based on capitalistic exchange. Why are they doing what 
they are doing? It must be to unseat our ideas of society at large or simply because 
they are unsocializable anti-citizens. This is the reason that not only what they are 
doing must be made illegal, but why the very aesthetic of what they are doing is made 
illegal. This is the ideological motivation behind graffiti free zones. Anything that can 
be represented in the mind of the public as graffiti must be removed from these 
spaces that the city deems important to its representation of itself. The aesthetic of 
graffiti do not fit with that desired representation and thus must be buffed.  
New York City did the same thing to its graffiti in the early 1980s despite the 
fact that the international art community had taken an interest in graffiti and were 
actively spending money on it. Austin (2001) tells the story of a group of Parisian art 
enthusiasts who came to New York City to see the graffiti covered subway trains only 
to be disappointed that they all had been buffed clean. The graffiti cannot remain not 
because it is beautiful or ugly, or a poignant expression or something offensive, but 
because it shows that there are individuals who the city cannot control and who the 
for-profit art scene cannot incorporate. It unsettles those who hold dear to these 
structures. As such graffiti writers, like Sennett’s Jewish population, must be 
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ghettoized and relegated into the undesirable and the criminal class who at the very 
least must be rehabilitated before they can be functional members of society, or at the 
worst are a toxic, socially destructive force that needs to be imprisoned and done 
away with.  
Graffiti writers, of course, only partially see themselves this way, and only 
because they are reacting to the authorities’ positioning. Writers see themselves as 
cultivating a reputation based upon recognition and urban street fame, which grants 
them privileged status among their peer group. They think of what they are doing as a 
sort of beautiful destruction when it comes to the work they do while routing, and 
pure art when it come to the work they do while piecing.  Why they think of 
themselves the way they do and the way that they see the city and organize their 
practice within it are two very complicated issues that will be tackled in the next 
chapters.   
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Chapter 3: Graffiti, Rules and Politics 
 
You suck until further notice. 
                                                 -Powers (1999) 
 
 
The Rule, Guidelines and Politics of Graffiti 
One night after we had concluded a meeting for The Infamous (I am an editor 
for the graffiti magazine The Infamous) Mad, Trew, Asia, Moon and I were talking, 
and they decided that they were going to go out painting. They invited me along, but I 
declined partially because I had a prior engagement, but more because I was such a 
graffiti neophyte then that I felt like I would embarrass myself in front of them. I left 
as they were still drinking beer around Mad’s kitchen table and talking about going 
out. I did not see any of them until the next magazine meeting, which was about two 
weeks later.  
 When we did see each other again everyone except Moon was there and they 
were retelling the story of the night they had. Everyone but Trew got quite drunk 
before they decided to go out. They could not think of a spot they wanted to paint, so 
they decided to have Trew drive around and they would just do “hop outs.” Hop outs 
are when graffiti writers drive around and see a spot that they would quickly like to 
tag. They simply stop the car, or have the driver stop, and hop out, paint a tag and hop 
back into the car and leave. This is a common practice among graffiti writers who 
have access to a car. It is a good way to quickly cover a lot of area and build a 
reputation. It also provides a fast way to leave a spot.  
 On the night they went out they drove around Mad’s area up in the 
Frankford/Bridesburg area. Trew told the story of the rest of them being drunk and 
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hopping out and catching tags. And he laughed and looked at Mad when he said, 
“yeah as we were coming back Mad hopped out and caught a tag on the school bus at 
the end of the block.” Mad’s face drops and he said, “I did? Fuck. That’s not a school 
bus, that’s a church bus.” His face fell into his hands and he sat there for a moment 
regretting what he did.  
 The reason Mad was so upset with himself was because he violated one of the 
unspoken rules, or guidelines, of the graffiti world. While graffiti is often thought of 
as having no structuring elements, that it is a kind of war of all graffiti writers against 
the city and all other graffiti writers, it in fact does have a semi-formally organized 
system of rules that govern it. This anarchistic chaotic construction that is so often 
presented allows those who oppose graffiti to always think of it as dirt in the Mary 
Douglas (2002) sense because they argue it is produced by individuals who operate 
without a coherent structure and who will put their graffiti anywhere and on anything 
due to writers caring exclusively about self-aggrandizement and violating the 
normative aesthetic of a city. Writers do, however, follow a system of internally 
coherent rules that govern where graffiti can and cannot be placed, why and when it 
can be placed there.  
 Individuals outside of the practice being unaware of the organizing guidelines 
of graffiti both serves and hinders writers though. First, much like graffiti’s history, 
its rules are something of a communally possessed secret, which means that only 
those who are initiated into the culture are exposed to them. These individuals hold 
on to them as something of a trade secret and badge of honor so they do not easily tell 
outsiders because they feel those outsiders have not earned the right to know. This is 
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not the only reason that writers do not inform non-writers of the rules. Writers do not 
tell non-writers because they do not want to be thought of as criminals, or as childish 
vandals. Writers do not believe that outsiders will be willing or able to understand 
their motivations or share their worldview so they simply do not share those things 
with them. This is because to those outside of their culture writers do not want to be 
known as writers. Graffiti is a practice based on anonymity and risk. One of the best 
ways to reduce the risk involved is to remain anonymous to any non-writers. Once a 
writer’s identity is exposed they are open to many potential risks, not the least of 
which is arrest. Their graffiti careers and potentially their freedom are at stake so 
writers generally believe it is in their best interests to keep their mouths shut.   
 However, non-writers are often unwilling to hear the rules. Hearing and 
understanding the rules would not only cause them to cognitively have to structure 
their idea of graffiti writers as one of rational participants within a social practice, it 
could also cause them to sympathize with the graffiti writers. This would be a 
particularly difficult shift for those who see graffiti as having no redeemable artistic 
merit and graffiti writers as being destructive both physically and socially.  
 But what are the rules? How does one learn them, especially if they are semi-
secret cultural information? The answers to these questions up until 1999 was that 
one would have to become a graffiti writer and learn the rules by participating in the 
culture and getting sanctioned when they violated one. But in 1999 famous graffiti 
writer Steve “ESPO” Power wrote The Art of Getting Over, in which he gave us a 
short list of the rules. I quote it extensively here because it will be a jumping off point 
and reference for us to understand the rules more completely.  
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“Second: The Rules 
1) You suck until further notice.  
2) It’s gonna take a long time before we even acknowledge your existence, 
even longer before we can bear to look at that foul scribble you call your 
name. To speed the process of acceptance, you can:  
A) Choose a clever name that defies the norm of simple-minded slang. 
An example of a good name is “ARGUE” (RIP). It looks good when 
written, sounds cool when spoken, and conveys a combative attitude. 
On the other hand, “ENEMA” (actual name) looks, sounds, and 
conveys a shitty attitude. BE CHOOSY.  
B) Use paint, gain a thorough knowledge of supplies, remember that 
permission walls, stickers, and dust tags are small parts of a balanced 
diet, be bold, learn a style of writing for every occasion, and write your 
name bigger every time you go out.  
3) Jealousy is a disease for the weak.  
4) Your heart is your greatest possession, don’t let it get taken from you.  
5) Don’t write on houses of worship, people’s houses in general, other writer’s 
names, and tombstones. Writing on memorial walls and cars is beef beyond 
belief. Furthermore, involving civilians in your beef is grounds for dismissal. 
  
These are the five fingers of your right hand. Get to know them well. Give 
soul claps, firm handshakes, and throw smooth bolo punches. 
 
Third: Developing Style 
 
Although being a toy seems undesirable, you should enjoy it while you 
can. At this stage you can bite all you want with no remorse. All your elders 
will say is, ” Awww isn’t that cute, kootchie kootchie koo.” So steal that dope 
connection, rob that color scheme and loot whole letter-forms. Don’t worry 
about giving any credit, we’ll pat ourselves on the back and brag how we’re 
influencing the next generation. However, style isn’t a crutch or a shtick. It is 
understanding why that connection you bit flows, or why that color scheme 
bumps. Style is the process to an appealing end. Once you got it down to a 
science, you can reinvent letter-forms to suit yourself. This creative growth 
will amaze the old and young alike. Pretty soon somebody will steal your 
secret sauce and the cycle will be renewed. If that happens to you, don’t bitch 
about not getting your due.  
Graffiti is the language of the ignored. If your style is stolen, someone 
heard you speaking. You got what you wanted from the beginning, some 
attention, you big baby. 
 
Fourth: The Law 
It must be noted that the vandal squad loves graffiti. Their job requires 
them to fiend for graff as much as you do. When you wreck enough walls, 
they’ll want to meet you. Just like the ball huggers outside the graff shop, 
they’ll recite every spot you hit, with the difference being you’ll also hear the 
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Miranda Warning. To postpone this, go solo as much as possible. Don’t write 
with anyone that won’t fight for you. Don’t be paranoid, but be careful. If you 
avoid writing on pristine properties, you’ll stay in misdemeanor territory, and 
you won’t divert the cops’ attention from pastry and caffeine consumption 
(consult local laws to be sure). Remember, if they didn’t see you do it, it’s 
almost impossible for them to win a conviction without your own damming 
testimony. Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP! Giving a cop info on another writer 
will doom you to a life of ridicule, from cops and kids alike, with no parole. 
 
Fifth: Ego Trippin’ 
There’s nothing wrong with knowing you’re the shit as long as you 
are. But once you reach that conclusion, you’re one foot over the edge of 
falling off. Watch your step fathead, there’s no shortage of people chanting, 
“JUMP JUMP JUMP!” There are plenty of writers that have been painting 
well for the better part of 20 years, and your posing and fronting looks 
retarded next to them. Get back to work, you ‘never was’ slouch.  
In conclusion, graffiti is free, impresses the girls, is heroic in our 
couch potato culture, will provide you with a million stories to tell at parties, 
and a sure cure for the inner-city blues. If it’s not fun, you’re doing it wrong 
or have been doing it too long. So get going, fame awaits the fly among you." 
(Powers 154-155) 
 Powers presents this information as if he found it on the wall at the “Graffiti 
Writers Local One Union Hall,” which does not exist. This is important because he 
does not present it as his own knowledge; rather he presents it as a cultural artifact 
that he stumbled upon the way someone finding a forgotten treasure locates it. In fact, 
he further distances himself from the work by attributing it to “Mark Surface,” 
making the rules even more of a cultural property. This, of course, helps to reify the 
rules and works to grant them an increased degree of cultural power that they could 
not have if they were simply ESPO’s decree. What, however, are the rules that ESPO 
believes all graffiti writers must be aware of, and what do they mean.  
 The first rule, “you suck until further notice,” is not just a simple insult to start 
things off with. It is a concise summation of the very nature of graffiti. It indicates 
that the primary goal of graffiti is attention and recognition. If the attention paid and 
the recognition of talent or reputation gets large enough writers refer to it as “fame.” 
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But this rule reminds writers that their original goal was not to be the best graffiti 
writer, it was to simply be a recognized participant within the culture. This rule 
informs you that “you suck” until someone comes along and recognizes your talent or 
work ethic or both, at which point, through their recognition, you no longer suck and 
are an acknowledged (if probationary) member of the community.  
 Of course, those doing the recognizing have to be the right people. They must 
be graffiti writers who are legitimate and vetted. As Bourdieu informs us (1984) they 
must be imbued with some authority, granted by the community at large, that confers 
upon them the ability to recognize individuals, and through that recognition confer 
upon those individuals group membership status. This often happens with a simple 
acknowledgement of one’s work or reputation, something to the effect of “Yeah, I’ve 
seen you up” or “Yeah I’ve heard of you.” A clearer indication of group membership 
is an invitation to paint with the person conferring the status, something like, “Yeah, 
I’ve seen you. We should paint some time.” But just as those simple forms of 
recognition, spoken by someone with the right amount of symbolic capital, can 
produce subcultural capital (Thornton, 1996) and grant a person entry into the graffiti 
community, so too can that entry be denied. That is what happened to me. 
 Before I first began working for The Infamous graffiti magazine I met with 
Mad and Asia for a very informal interview to see if I would be a good fit. We met at 
the Five Guys Burgers and Fries at 15th and Chestnut St. When I showed up they were 
already there eating so I sat down with them at a small plastic table. While they ate 
Mad asked me why I was interested in writing for a graffiti magazine and I told him I 
really liked the different styles graffiti writers use, I liked the rebellious attitude 
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associated with the culture, I liked it because I perceived it as a type of anti-capitalist 
art form and practice, but most of all I was interested because I thought of myself as a 
graffiti writer. I wrote graffiti occasionally and even had a chase story (a story about 
being chased by the police) I could contribute to a conversation.  
As soon as I said that Asia asked me what I wrote, what was my graffiti name. 
I told him I wrote Nihl (that is what I was writing at the time) and he looks at me and 
says, “Never heard of it, Mad you ever seen this up?” And Mad says, “no never.” And 
with that my feeling of being a member of the graffiti community was destroyed. 
Individuals who were arbiters of the culture had just said that whatever work I had 
done was not sufficient to get me recognized as a graffiti writer by “real” graffiti 
writers. Further, recognized writers have their graffiti name attached to (and 
sometimes used interchangeably with) their given names and it is assumed to be part 
of their subjective identity. Since my graffiti name was unrecognized I was not 
granted the accepted identity that acknowledged writers get. I was an anonymous “it.” 
At my first performance review I still sucked until further notice.  
 But what gave them the right to judge? They were and are graffiti writers. 
They were individuals who accumulated enough symbolic capital to pass judgment. 
They were vetted members of the community, who paid attention to it and knew what 
made someone a member. Bourdieu informs us that symbolic capital is earned 
through “the acquisition of a reputation for competence and an image of respectability 
and honorability.” (Bourdieu, 1984. p. 291)  In graffiti, symbolic capital is earned 
both meritocratically and based upon the perception of one’s self that they can build. 
Mad and Asia had earned their positions within the community by showing that they 
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were dedicated contributing members through putting their work in the form of tags 
and throw-ups and even pieces in the streets and on trains illegally. They also got to 
know other members in good standing with the community and built a reputation with 
them of competence and respectability that those members would spread for them. To 
continue to drive this point home, Mad and Asia had accumulated enough symbolic 
capital through the work they did and through their reputation with a network of 
writers who would spread notice through the graffiti community that they did not 
suck.  
 But what made them graffiti writers and not me? Essentially the amount of 
work they produced and the recognition they received from other writers. That 
recognition was not easily won though. This is because an inherent element to writing 
graffiti is the acceptance of risk. Many graffiti writers only consider illegally done 
graffiti real graffiti and anything done on a legal or permission wall as just something 
in graffiti style. Once while discussing writers to feature in the magazine Ewok was 
suggested and Asia said distinctly, “naw, we can’t use him he only paints legals. He’s 
not a real writer.” This is a pervasive mentality among graffiti writers. The idea being 
that anyone with some talent who is willing to practice can learn to write in the 
graffiti style, but it takes a certain type of individual to risk their personal freedom 
and safety to go out and get up illegally to build their reputation within the graffiti 
community and to grab the attention of the city and its citizens. Famous Philadelphia 
graffiti writer Suroc sums up this mentality nicely, critiquing any individual who he 
does not feel to have put in sufficient work on the streets by saying, “That guy is a 
bookworm, he doesn’t walk routes, he doesn’t have any roofs running, he’s only up 
 110 
on his refrigerator” (Powers 1999. p. 38). What he is saying with this derision is that 
whoever he is referring to predominantly writes in their blackbook (drawing 
sketchbooks typically bound in black), which is both a graffiti practice space and 
autograph book, not out in the streets where everyone can see it, and not illegally 
where the writer accepts a degree of risk to place it.  
 With this first rule Espo is referring more to the quality of being recognized as 
a graffiti writer than he is to the competence and skill that writers strive to be 
perceived as having.  
 It is the second rule where the specific qualities that make up a writer are 
discussed. But even before those are presented the underlying point of the first rule is 
reiterated. “It’s gonna take a long time before we even acknowledge your 
existence…” (Powers 1999. p. 154) Once he reminds the reader that a graffiti writer 
is one who is acknowledged by members of the graffiti community, not simply 
someone who writes on walls, he begins the process of discussing style. Style here 
has a complex and multiple meaning. It refers to the conventional idea of style, that of 
the visual appearance of something, for us the physical graffiti produced. But it has a 
more nuanced meaning as well. This one is more in line with Ewen’s (1990) 
understanding of the term. “Style was a way of saying who one was, or who one 
wished to be” (Ewen, 79). Style then is a matter of becoming. Constructing an idea of 
self that an individual can work toward actualizing. The becoming is the idea of self 
and the process of negotiating the social self toward that end. Espo directly 
acknowledges this when he says, “…even longer before we can bear to look at that 
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foul scribble you call your name. To speed the process of acceptance, you can” 
(Powers 1999. p. 154).  
Tacitly embedded in this quote is Ewen’s complex idea of style as both 
presentation of self and subjective concept of self. “That scribble you call your name” 
is the presentation of self and the desire to “speed the process of acceptance” is the 
subjective concept of self as a recognized graffiti writer. Espo’s advice for entrée into 
the community is all about self-presentation.  
First he advises choosing a clever name. He says a good one overlooks the 
typical slang and he provides an example (Argue) that he says sounds cool and 
implies combativeness. He also provides an example or what should be avoided when 
choosing a name, namely one that “looks, sounds, and conveys a shitty attitude.” 
Here he is certainly saying that the name a writer chooses needs to look “cool” when 
written, but more so he is saying that the chosen name should be one that resonates 
with the graffiti community’s idea of itself. That idea is that they are a community of 
anti-authoritarian rebels who are aggressive, clever, stealthy and willing to take the 
things and spaces that they want. A good name should evoke or reflect this.  
While choosing a name that reflects a portion of the ideological stance of the 
graffiti community may help a writer gain recognition there is a problem with this 
rule. Many writers do not follow it. Philadelphia has a litany of writers whose names 
do not seem to evoke, or even reference, the graffiti ideology. Blass, Rame, Semp, 
Enem, Sowek, Shoma, Krev are just a few. There are, of course, many writers who 
choose names that do evoke this stance. But the examples provided are not the 
exceptions that prove the rule, they are instances that disprove it. What does remain 
 112 
true, however, is that the character and behavior of the writer should evoke those 
ideas of the rebellious, crafty, cunning and entitled writer that are evocative of the 
whole community. This is why the next subsection of this rule is all about creating 
presence.  
It tells prospective writers that it is important to know their supplies, use paint 
and paint their name bigger every time they go out. The advice to use paint is because 
it allows a writer to cover more area and write their name in the largest, and most 
permanent way possible. The underlying theme here is that the more visible one can 
make themselves the more validly asserted their position as a legitimate graffiti writer 
is. As Norman Mailer said back in 1974, “graffiti is your presence on their 
Presence…hanging your alias on their scene” (Mailer, 2009). This “presence on their 
presence” serves as both in-group and out-group communication. Writing your name 
big and in prominent enough places to draw attention says to the out-group that you 
are a presence actively willing to violate the space’s aesthetic and idea of order. And 
while it says this to the in-group as well, it also advertises a willingness to accept the 
risks associated with placing one’s name illegally on property. Further it exhibits the 
skill and understanding of graffiti style through how the writer has designed and 
constructed it.  
Rules three and four refer to the same concept and offer the same advice. 
They state that the graffiti world is full of individuals who will be jealous of the spots 
you were able to hit, the quality of the work you did, or any recognition or admiration 
you get for what you have done. These rules advise you not to fall into the trap of 
being envious of other writers and to not allow those who direct their jealousy and 
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hatred at you to dissuade you from producing the kind of graffiti you want to produce 
the way you want to produce it. Jealousy can manifest in many different ways, from 
the spreading of rumors, to insults behind someone’s back, to crossing someone out 
(called “hacking” or “chopping” in Philadelphia) or going over them, to calling them 
a “toy” either in person or writing it over their work (a serious insult in the graffiti 
community, as a toy is an unskilled writer who should not be writing), to face-to-face 
insults, to physical assaults. These rules advise writers to stay above these petty 
interactions, as they are distractions and because they can lead to “beef” (a problem 
with another writer) that needs to get resolved in some way. The avoidance of “beef” 
is the practical application of these rules. The reason for this is that individuals who 
have “beef” with other writers are likely to suffer altercations with those who they 
have “beef” with and sometimes even their crew affiliates.  
 
Beef Inside the Graffiti Community 
 Most often these altercations manifest in the form of public insult or erasure, 
but occasionally they can involve physical violence visited up an offending writer. As 
described in the North Philly Routin’ story we saw that thanks to beef Baby had with 
K80 she crossed K80 out at every opportunity. This is a very obvious form of public 
derision within the graffiti world. It left K80’s tag visible but showed that someone 
disrespected (writers have various ways of describing a work that another writer has 
adulterated. Most common are “dissed” or “dicked,”) both it and her by crossing it 
out. Baby further drove home this point by putting her tag next to the crossed out K80 
in the same paint that she used to cross it out to let K80, and anyone else who saw, 
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know that Baby was the one who did it. But Baby’s “beef” with K80 was extended 
when Sega decided that he too would cross out K80 whenever he saw her. This is not 
uncommon. Friendly writers often take up the cause of each other’s beef. This occurs 
even more so if the writer has a crew affiliation. That writer’s crew can be tasked 
with helping them handle their beef. This could mean that as many writers as are in a 
crew could be looking for and crossing out the work of a writer that a single 
crewmember has beef with. A dedicated group effort could get the preponderance of 
an offending writers work “dissed” in a very short period of time. This crossing out is 
a clear public insult and record of beef, but at least it leaves the “dissed” writers work 
visible for others to see.  
 A more aggressive way of handling beef with another writer is to paint over 
their work to remove it from public view. This can happen in two ways. One is 
“backgrounding,” which is where a writer paints over another’s work but leaves bits 
of it still visible so that those properly initiated into the graffiti scene will be able to 
identify the writer who has been “backgrounded,” but leaving the rest of the 
population unable to do so. This serves as both an insult and erasure. The 
“backgrounded” writer is removed from public view for all intents and purposes, but 
those with the proper esoteric knowledge can still discern who the writer who has 
been gone over was.   
The other is a complete form of erasure where a writer simply paints over the 
work of another writer in its entirety. This is a serious insult among graffiti writers 
who see themselves as constantly “fighting the buff” (battling against erasure from 
the city or private citizens by putting up more work or hard to get to work). When 
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members of the graffiti community are buffing other writers out due to beef their 
presence within community becomes even more difficult to maintain. Writers exist as 
writers by having the graffiti community see them as such, but also by having their 
work be publicly visible. Once a writer is no longer visible on the walls it is all too 
easy for the graffiti community to forget they ever existed.  
 Beef can also escalate beyond encounters with other writers work to 
encounters with writers themselves. This can be a negotiation between offending and 
offended parties to make amends and squelch any further acts of aggression, it can be 
a verbal altercation and it can even become physical.   
 On that same night that a bunch of us went routing in North Philly we all met 
at a bar for a LAW1 meet up. While we were sitting around talking Lazz tells us that 
he has beef with Caze, because Caze went over one of his pieces. This is an offense 
within the graffiti community no matter what, but Lazz feels it to an increased degree 
because he is the newly minted president of LAW1 and as such has an increased 
reputation to maintain. He cannot simply let something like this go. It is right after 
Lazz told us this that Caze shows up. I am nervous because of Lazz’s self-described 
propensity for violence and the fact that when Caze walked in Lazz got up 
immediately and said, “Yo, come here, we gotta talk.” Lazz grabbed Caze’s shoulder 
and they went off somewhere. But when they come back they had apparently 
“squashed the beef” and everything seemed relaxed and copacetic. Caze apologized 
and said he would not do that again and would be more careful in the future. Lazz 
accepted his apology and Caze even came out routing with us later as a show that the 
beef between Lazz and Caze was officially behind them both. It should be noted that 
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both Caze and Lazz are older graffiti writers, they are both over thirty, and perhaps 
their age provided them with cool, more reasoned heads. 
 The reason Caze said he would be more careful in the future is because 
sometimes perceived acts of aggression can occur by accident. These accidents can 
occur in a few ways. One way, which is sometimes an accident and sometimes a 
purposive act, is “spot jocking.” Spot jocking is when a writer approaches a wall that 
is already covered with other graffiti writers’ work (tags, throws, or pieces) and adds 
their own work to it. This is not normally considered a violation. However, if they 
add their work so close to another writer’s work that it diminishes the presence of the 
originally existing work then it is considered a particular form of spot jocking called 
“crowding.” This can be intentional or it can occur because a writer is not paying 
attention to what they are doing. A writer could paint a space that is already heavily 
marked up, but since it is a particularly visible and valuable one they do so anyway. 
Or the paint or ink they used could have dripped in a way they were not intending (we 
will revisit this last one in a bit), causing them to infringe on the space other writers’ 
occupy.  
Another offense that can get a writer charged with spot jocking, which cannot 
usually hide behind the excuse of being an accident, is to write next to work that is 
already present using the same color scheme that those other writers used. This is 
especially an offense if there are a few pieces or throws that were done by writers 
who had painted together. To paint near them in a similar color scheme implies that 
the spot jocking writer knows the writers who put up the original work, or did their 
work at the same time as the original writers. This implied familiarity can be 
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offensive because it can be seen as an attempt to gain status by illegitimately 
associating one’s self with those writers and unrightfully using those writers’ cultural 
credibility to increase one’s standing within the graffiti community. This is 
considered an offense in any city, but Philadelphia, due to its privileging of 
handstyles and tags, feels spot jocking of this type in a particular way. Simply using 
the same color paint and a similar handstyle can get a writer charge with spot jocking. 
Further, Philadelphia has a graffiti shorthand for allowing other writers to know that a 
group or writers were painting together. It is the “W.“  
The “W” is a sign in Philadelphia that the writers were together, did the tags 
(or throws or whatever they did) at the same time and is also a sign of friendship. The 
first time Zero and I went out painting he put me up along the Girard Street Bridge 
with a tag that read, “Zero-W-Tyson.” I was flattered and it showed the rest of the 
graffiti community that Zero and I were friends who had gone out painting together. 
If a writer were to appropriate the “W” to associate themselves with writers who they 
were not friends, or even affiliated, with it would be considered a real offense and 
result in beef.  
While exploiting the “W” is definitely no accident, dripping on to another 
writer’s work certainly can be. When writers make mops (homemade markers) they 
often intentionally make them to drip because writers like that aesthetic effect. 
However, sometimes paints and inks do not cooperate. They may come out too fast or 
unexpectedly distribute too much, or a writer may oversaturate a spot that is not 
taking the ink or paint well, thus making it drip. While all these excuses have a degree 
of legitimacy to them they are not seen as such in the graffiti community. A writer is 
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supposed to know their supplies and how they work. Thus every drip is seen as a 
deliberate act and as such can cause writers to be sanctioned.  
Zero told me a story about how he was sanctioned for just this sort of 
violation. He says he was hanging out with a fellow writer after having really just 
started his writing career here in Philadelphia. It was summer and they were hanging 
out with nothing to do in the afternoon when the friend he was with got a phone call. 
When he hung up he tells Zero to come with him down the block because they are 
going to go “smoke a blunt” with a friend. Zero is excited at this prospect and they 
walk to a house a few houses down from where they were hanging out. They knocked 
on the door, the door opens and they walk into the house. There are two people in the 
living room, one of which is another writer, EZE. As soon as they walk completely 
into the living room Zero’s friend turns to him and says, “Sorry,” just as EZE grabs 
him and pushes him against the wall. EZE says, “You dripped on me” to Zero and 
before Zero can respond EZE pulls back and punches Zero squarely in the nose. Zero 
is rocked back from the punch (EZE has been boxing since he was a small boy and 
knows how to throw a punch) and Zero throws a wild haymaker that misses, then he 
hits the ground. He says he laid there for a minute, dazed with a broken nose, when he 
hears EZE say, “Watch where the fuck you’re writing from now on.” Zero had put a 
mop tag on a newspaper box above an EZE tag and his had dripped down onto it. 
This is what he received for that.  
Zero gathered himself up and got back on his feet and saw EZE sit down on 
the couch where EZE began rolling the blunt that they had originally come over for. 
As he’s doing it he says to Zero, “I respect you man. Most motherfuckers don’t swing 
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back. They just take it.” A few minutes passed and they all got up to go outside to 
smoke the blunt, but as they do Zero looks at his friend with a “why the hell did you 
do that to me” look and his friend said, “you dripped on him man. He said if I didn’t 
bring you over he was going to hit me.” But Zero says that was it then. After EZE 
sanctioned him by punching him in the face the beef was squashed and they smoked 
the blunt together. Zero says he and EZE have been friends ever since. EZE even 
became his graffiti mentor and taught him how to do wickeds.  
Not all altercations end with the beef being squashed though. Sometimes beef 
results in opportunistic violence that seems to only exacerbate the beef. That is what 
happened at The Infamous Magazine’s seventh issue release party. The party was 
held at the 161West art gallery. The doors opened at 9pm, and the place filled up 
quickly with both writers and fans of the magazine. Red Bull energy drink and Pabst 
beer sponsored the event so the crowd was lively and intoxicated, but peaceful. By 
around 11pm it became obvious that some writers who had beef with each other were 
in attendance. These events are hard to regulate because they take place as much in 
front of the venue as they do inside it. Some writers were arguing out front, but none 
of us from the magazine thought much of it as graffiti writers arguing with each other 
is a common occurrence. A few writers from outside came in and it was clear that 
things were still tense between them and the people who they were arguing with 
outside, clear enough that the owner of the gallery approached Mad, the magazine’s 
art director, and told him that is was time to wrap the party up because he was getting 
worried. At this point things started happening quickly. One of the writers who had 
come inside said something to the writers outside that caused those writers to come 
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in. Once those writers were inside a fight started immediately. As this was all 
happening the gallery owner called the police. The writers began to scuffle and 
someone pulled out a taser and tased a writer in his early twenties. He dropped to the 
ground and began convulsing. Another writer pulled out a can of pepper spray and 
sprayed the fight, but in the process also sprayed all of the other guests who were now 
pushing their way out the front door.  
The air in the place got hot and everyone’s eyes started to burn as they shoved 
their way out. By this point the fight had broken up and most of the writers involved 
had run off. But a few were still out front threatening the other group’s remaining 
writers. This is when the police showed up and grabbed all of the remaining writers 
who had not run away. Mad, Peter and I were still inside guarding the merchandise 
we brought. Luckily for us the pepper spray went off in the front of the gallery and 
we were in the back so we did not get hit too badly. But as the cops hauled three 
writers away the gallery owner was screaming at Mad, saying we would never be 
allowed back and how he should have never let anything associated with graffiti take 
place in his space. Mad is upset by everything that happened because he sees this as a 
poor way to represent the magazine and a disrespectful way for graffiti writers to 
behave. As we are packing up everything to leave I ask Peter what happened. I had no 
idea who the writers involved were or what the fight was over. Peter looked at me and 
said, “typically graffiti beef bullshit, man.” He was completely right. This is the type 
of handling of beef that resolves nothing and perpetuates the beef and increases the 
likelihood of a cycle of violence around it. I never did find out who the writers were 
or what the fight was over, but I did learn that The Infamous would never be welcome 
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back at 161West and that, unsurprisingly, sometimes the contestation for space for 
one’s name on the walls can manifest in violence against one’s person.  
In Philadelphia graffiti is approximately fifty years old and the number of 
writers competing for space has grown since the early days of graffiti. In fact, in most 
American cities that have a graffiti culture the number of writers has been increasing. 
This means that more writers are competing for limited space, with a good deal of it 
already being used. Because this is the case graffiti culture has established a hierarchy 
of graffiti styles that allow for the reuse of space given that certain parameters are 
met. Following these rules can help writers avoid beef and justify painting over 
another writer’s work. The rules, in their most general form, are a throw-up can be 
put over a tag and a piece can go over a throw-up or tag. A tag cannot be placed on a 
piece or throw-up without it being considered and act of disrespect. However, if a 
throw-up or a piece does have one or more tags already on it and the writer who did 
the work does not come and repair their work by painting over the tags to return the 
piece to its original quality then that throw-up or piece is said to be “dissed” or 
“dicked” and can be tagged on, backgrounded with a throw-up or totally painted over 
with a piece. While these rules generally dictate when writers are allowed to paint 
over a work, there are more nuanced additional rules that make understanding when 
any piece of graffiti can be painted over more difficult to know.  
Baby taught these more esoteric rules to me as we would drive around looking 
for spots to hit or while we were painting. It is never acceptable to paint over 
anything a dead writer has done. They are not alive to produce more work and 
painting over them insults and erases from public memory someone who cannot 
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defend themselves. Not only is this considered incredibly bad form within the graffiti 
world, it is also extremely likely to infuriate the dead writer’s living friends to the 
point where the writer who went over their dead friend will have beef with all of 
them. For very similar reasons it is not acceptable to paint over a writer’s work while 
they are in jail. Further, the older the work of any writer the less acceptable it is to 
paint over. Writers seem to think that the fact that it has existed as long as it has is a 
testament to the fact that is should continue to exist, and that even minor writers from 
any period in a city’s history are entitled to their graffiti footnote. Also, who a writer 
is and their stature within the graffiti community can dictate whether or not they can 
paint over someone else’s work. The guideline is that writers of high status can write 
over writers of lower status until the writers of lower status take offense and start beef 
with the high status writers.  
These are rules that are typically understood by graffiti writers regardless of 
where they learned to writer. But writers who learned the trade in Philadelphia have 
to add additional considerations. The complications have to do with two things, the 
long history of Philadelphia graffiti, and the importance it places on tags. In 
Philadelphia tags can be as well respected as pieces are in other cities. Wickeds, the 
Philadelphia-specific form of tagging, are a form of cultural terroir, and the elements 
of style that have come together to make them what they are today is an 
amalgamation of previous writers styles and contributions to graffiti. In Philadelphia, 
maybe more than in any other city, a graffiti writer must know the city’s graffiti 
history. This allows them to understand how styles have progressed, and also which 
writers pushed styles forward and whom they were writing with when they made 
 123 
these stylistic leaps. Not knowing the history means that today’s writers risk erasing a 
piece of important graffiti history, and bringing a lot of beef their way.  
This is an issue everywhere in the city, but it is less so above ground and in 
tourist areas. The city does a good job of keeping these spaces buffed, and what they 
cannot get to the elements take care of in a few short year. However, knowing the 
city’s writing history is a major concern under bridges and even moreso underground 
in the subway tunnels, because this is a space where decades of writing exist and 
where new writers are always looking to get up. Writers have different ways of 
handling this issue. Mad says that he just will not paint over anyone in the tunnels. 
That way he avoids all of the potential perils. Writer Deaz said that he will paint over 
anyone as long as he knows who they are and as long as he follows the piece-over-
throw-over-tag hierarchy. But he added that he would not paint over someone if he 
did not know who they were, especially if the tag looked old. There are, of course, 
writers that eschew all of these rules and write wherever they want to. But even 
writers with this mentality have respect for their venerated elders. Anyone with 
knowledge of graffiti history and a keen eye can ride the Broad Street subway line 
and spot decades old tags from revered writers intermingled with newly placed ones 
and know that those new writers could have gone over the old tags but chose to 
follow the rules because of who they are and what they represent.  
Sometimes though writers see these rules as made to be broken. Not only 
because doing so fits with the oppositional, anti-authoritarian ethos of the graffiti 
community, but also because painting over established writers grants a writer who 
does so an immediate presence within the community. This is the graffiti equivalent 
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of “there’s no such thing as bad publicity.” They get noticed for violating the 
community’s standards but noticed nonetheless. This instant form of notoriety with 
community members means that other writers will pay attention to their work, which 
grants them the opportunity to quickly establish their presence. They will have to 
work hard, because their transgressions will mean that many existing community 
members will be working against them by crossing them out (putting an X over a 
writers work, called “hacking” or “chopping”), dissing them or painting over them in 
any of the ways previously discussed. But beef means that some members of the 
community are paying enough attention to you to not only not like what you are 
doing, but to also actively do something about it. As Debord & Knabb (1983) 
informed us, attention breeds further attention and becoming a spectacle grants the 
individual a certain form of cultural power. So, for some writers who wish to build 
their reputation predominantly on presence and less on artistic merit getting involved 
in beef can be seen as a powerful reputation-building opportunity.  
But beef can become an entity onto itself and if left to its own devices can 
occasionally become too big for the parties involved to rectify themselves. And while 
it may seem that beef is an interpersonal problem with no recourse to the larger 
graffiti community to resolve it that is not entirely true. There is a protocol in place 
for the graffiti community to mediate and settle beef. The most common 
manifestation of it is to have the writers or crews who have beef with each other 
participate in a battle. A battle makes beef public within the graffiti community and 
serves as a possible way to resolve it without violence. Battles occur when writers 
decide they want to publicly compete with each other to resolve beef. When that 
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decision is made an established writer (or writers) will be sought out as an arbitrator. 
That writer (or writers) will set rules for them to abide by and have them compete to 
see who comes out on top. Typically the rules for battling are that within a set period 
of time each writer or crew must get up as much as possible. Sometimes specific 
spots are set as the targets, like writers must compete to get the most rooftop spots 
visible from the El, or the most storefront pulldown grates within a certain area. 
Styles too may be dictated, like writers must only use wickeds or throws or hallows (a 
throw-up that has not been filled in with paint). But once the rules are set the writers 
start competing and it is the established writer(s) who was selected as arbitrator who 
decides which writer or crew won. This theoretically squashes the beef or at least 
brings in an outside negotiator to help mediate it.  
There is a more friendly Philadelphia specific form of battling that sometimes 
occurs that writers refer to as a “versus” or “vs.” When these occur there is not 
necessarily any beef involved to be resolved. What they are is a communicative 
competition between writers to have the most spots or greatest presence within a 
space (usually the whole city). A writer will find another writer’s tag and write “vs.” 
then his tag. At this point the writer who has been challenged will be informed 
somehow, or simply see the challenge issued and begin the back and forth game of 
versus. The process is simple, writers put up as much work as they can and it is the 
job of the other writer involved to find it and put “vs.” and their tag (or throw 
depending on what the first writer did) up. This is much more lighthearted than a 
battle and a victor and stoppage time is typically decided by the participants as 
opposed to an outside entity. However, sometimes more established writers weigh in 
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on the quality of the work being done as a contributing factor to who should be 
declared the winner. It becomes a form of friendly competition that not only increases 
the presence of graffiti within the city but also works to unite the graffiti community 
through the discourse around what the writers engaged in the versus are doing.  
All of these forms of competition and beef and jealousy revolve around the 
idea that a writer’s graffiti name is an extension of themselves and is in a way sacred 
to them. This is a salient point because it revels the way in which writers think of 
their work, as a part of their person. This is a point made by many researchers from 
Castleman (1984) to Hasley and Young (2006) to Snyder (2011), but graffiti writer 
Nise summed it up the most succinctly when he said, “My name is my name” (Field 
notes). He meant that his assumed graffiti moniker is as much a representation of 
himself as his birth name, and that he attaches as much significance to it. Further 
more, the inherent publicness of his graffiti name causes him to be subjected to the 
vicissitudes of public opinion both from inside and outside the graffiti world. But, as 
noted, that very publicness is a categorical imperative for a graffiti writer. Without it, 
as defined by the group’s ethos, they are not graffiti writers. As Bishop Berkley said, 
“To be is to be perceived.” (Ewen 1999. p.76) Espo warns against allowing the petty 
jealousies that can arise from public judgment to dishearten writers, not only because 
they can derail a graffiti career but because they also often lead to beef and all of the 
associated problems that come along with it.  
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Graffiti Beef with the Rest of the Community 
But beef is not something that exclusively manifests within the graffiti 
community. It comes from outside as well. Espo’s fifth rule is about how to avoid it. 
This is really the only rule he offers about what is and is not permissible space to 
place graffiti. The way graffiti writers construct and understand space is based upon 
who owns it and how it is used. As mentioned earlier this understanding denotes a 
Marxian interpretation of space as separated into distinct arenas of private, personal, 
and abandoned. To reiterate, abandoned property is always fair game for graffiti. If no 
one is maintaining the property whether someone owns it in title or deed is irrelevant. 
It is a legitimate place to put graffiti because, at its most simplistic, it is not being 
used for anything else. A slightly more complicated explanation is that these 
abandoned places are seen as not contributing anything to the spaces in which they 
reside. Worse, sometimes they are seen as a real detriment to the area where they. 
Graffiti writers then see themselves appropriating these spaces to the benefit of the 
public and themselves. Writers see themselves as offering their art to the public in 
these abandoned spaces. As these spaces are often very weakly, or not at all, policed 
or surveilled writers can take their time and produce pieces that represent the highly 
artistic side of graffiti within them. Further, their work in these places can diminish 
the feeling of abandonment that these places evoke. The graffiti is evidence of 
someone having been there and that these spaces are not totally removed from the 
social realm that ties city life together. Even if, for some, that graffiti represents the 
more unsavory side of that social world. Their work also makes these abandoned 
spaces more visible and thus demands more of the public’s attention be paid to them. 
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Their work can be seen as a political statement that declares the abandoned space as 
an issue to be discussed by making the public aware of it through their graffiti. This 
works to turn the space into a spectacle (Debord & Knabb, 1995) and to make their 
graffiti a form of “contentious political participation” (Waldner and Dobratz, 2013) 
that addresses the issue of abandoned space. 
More importantly though is graffiti writers distinction between private and 
personal spaces, as these are the spaces where the preponderance of citizens come in 
contact with graffiti and the spaces on which they form their opinions of it. While this 
was discussed in chapter two, let us briefly revisit the concept. Personal property is 
property individually held and used in the production of that individual’s private life. 
Personal property amounts to things like homes, personal use cars, and anything 
invested with personal effort or sentiment. Private property is any property from 
which profit is derived or is used in the service of producing profit. This means 
businesses walls, pull down grates that cover shop windows, and vehicles used for 
business are fair game as far as graffiti writers are concerned.  
Business vehicles are particularly sought after places to put one’s work 
because that vehicle will carry a writer’s work wherever it goes. However, when it 
comes to business vehicles not every one is a target. Writers make their choices in 
this area based on the quality of the space and the likely longevity of their work. 
Writers almost never choose cars as targets as they are poor spaces and they will 
likely be cleaned quickly. Writers much prefer to put their work on box trucks or 
utility vans. These vehicles present large canvases and, due to their largely utilitarian 
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nature, they often do not get buffed because they can still function in their necessary 
capacity while graffiti covered and because buffing is an additional expense.  
Additionally writers further feel that any space that is publicly owned (owned 
by the city or state) or funded by tax dollars is an acceptable place for graffiti. In 
Philadelphia this is obvious. Graffiti can easily be found on any piece of city owned 
property. Bridges, telephone poles, electrical boxes, parking meters, etc. are often 
glaringly covered in graffiti. So too can graffiti be found on state owned/funded 
property. Highway retaining walls and the sides of bridges have long been a favorite 
place for graffiti writers, because the traffic and risk to workers makes them hard to 
buff. But all of this information has been previously elucidated.  
The more nuanced details of where prohibitions against graffiti exist are in the 
specific words of Espo’s fifth rule. The why, however, he leaves up to analysis. He 
says, “Don’t write on houses of worship, people’s houses in general, other writer’s 
names, and tombstones. Writing on memorial walls and cars is beef beyond belief. 
Furthermore, involving civilians in your beef is grounds for dismissal” (Powers 1999. 
p. 154). He first instructs us not to write on houses of worship. This is a very 
disrespectful act, but that is not in and of itself the problem. Many writers pride 
themselves on being disrespectful. The reason this is strictly prohibited in the graffiti 
world is twofold. First, it is offensive to parties that are generally considered innocent 
in terms of those who are exhibiting force to oppress and prevent graffiti writers from 
doing what they do. As such writing on houses of worship and their affiliated 
property is generally considered a disgraceful thing to do. This is why Mad is so upset 
with himself when he realizes the bus he tagged is not a school bus, but a church bus. 
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Writing on property associated with religious institutions makes all writers look bad 
in the eyes of the public and writers generally agree that it should not be done. Had 
the bus Mad tagged been a school bus many members of the public would still have 
frowned upon the act, but it would have had an anti-authoritative edge to it that the 
graffiti community and it’s supporters would have liked and understood. Religious 
property has embedded in it America’s history of religious oppression, so tags on it 
can easily be seen as an affront to that specific ideology and its adherents and not just 
a method of getting up. This makes any graffiti on religious property all too easily 
considered a form of hate speech.  
This leads us to the second reason Espo tells writers to leave houses of 
worship alone, because while writing on them may bring a specific writer a quick 
form of infamy that infamy will come at a cost to all of the graffiti writers in that 
area. When a religious institution gets tagged and the police and the general public 
hear about it their reaction is to heighten surveillance for all graffiti writers and to 
more seriously prosecute those that they catch. When writers do this they very 
quickly lose support for the argument that graffiti has some artistic or political merit. 
Tagging a religious building is seen as an offense against a form of blameless, 
socially positive community and thus an attack on civil decency. This increased 
negative awareness of graffiti makes citizens more likely to call the police when they 
see writers and the police more aggressive in their enforcement. This makes the life 
of every graffiti writer more difficult and increases the risk associated with writing. 
As such writing on religiously affiliated property is considered a disservice to all 
graffiti writers. Unlike graffiti on abandoned, graffiti of this type does get reported, 
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does get media coverage, and does get a citizen and police response. A case 
exemplifying this occurred in November of 2013 when two writers tagged Saint 
Maron's Church in South Philadelphia. The Church reported it, the police pulled 
surveillance camera footage from the church and found images of the two writers 
doing it, the local ABC news station ran the story and the footage asking for “the 
publics help to bring the vandals to justice” (Graffiti Vandals Spray Church, 2015). 
The effect of this was an increase in citizen vigilance and police patrols around the 
area effectively shutting down graffiti writing from then until around Christmas time 
when street patrols naturally decline.  
Espo makes a legitimately big deal about not writing on religious property, 
but he makes just as big a deal about not writing on anything that is imbued with 
individual sentiment and not involving civilians in graffiti beef. He says not to write 
on, “people’s houses in general, other writer’s names, and tombstones.” And further 
that, “Writing on memorial walls and cars is beef beyond belief” (Powers 1999. p. 
154-155). Not writing on other writers’ names has been addressed. It is a direct form 
of insult and disrespect to both that writer’s work and their concept of self. Not 
writing on people’s homes has also been discussed. It is personal property and as such 
not an acceptable place to put graffiti. This is true of cars as well, but Espo tells us 
that writing on them is “beef beyond belief” to make us aware that writing on cars is 
to the general public much like writing on another writer’s name is to graffiti writers. 
Americans append a great deal of their self to their automobiles and when their 
personal car is tagged it is an affront to not only their property, but their person as 
well. The beef beyond belief he is referring to is much the same type of public 
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manifestation of beef that occurs when a religious building is tagged, though often to 
a lesser degree. The owners file a police report so that their insurance will cover the 
repairs, but the owner and police are infuriated at the audacity of graffiti vandals who 
would violate a person’s property like this, and are more vigilant for graffiti 
thereafter. Also, as other members of the community see a personal car with graffiti 
on it their sense of the safety of their property from graffiti is diminished and a 
feeling that nothing is safe begins to emerge. Then all graffiti can become evidence of 
miscreants who seek to usher chaos into the community in the eyes of the public. This 
is, of course, the perspective that the broken windows theory espouses, and when 
graffiti writers violate these guidelines the public become more and more willing to 
accept that graffiti is the harbinger of increased forms of criminality.  
 When Espo says involving citizens in beef is grounds for dismissal he is 
alluding to the same idea. Graffiti writers follow a code that says that anyone not 
directly involved in the graffiti game (writers on the production side, police and city 
officials on the prosecution side and owners of private property generally) should be 
kept free from its ire or antagonism. Citizens, even cop-calling citizens, are 
considered innocent. Writing graffiti on their property or that threatens them does the 
disservice to graffiti described previously; it makes it more associated with violence 
and crime and less defensible. Philadelphia writer Ses gives us an example of how he 
accidentally violated this rule.  
 Ses says one night he was out routing with writers Kid and Soner and they 
happened to be in the neighborhood of a writer that Soner had beef with. Parked on 
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the street was a box truck and they decided to tag it and leave a punch line5 on it for 
the writer Soner had beef with. Soner did not want to increase the presence or 
reputation of the writer he had beef with, so when Soner called him out in the punch 
line he choose to you the writer’s legal name which was Todd. He put up his tag and 
wrote, “Todd I’m looking for you” as a punch line” (The Infamous 8. p. 19). Just then 
a police car came around the corner and they all took off running. Ses got caught and 
when he went to court, not only were the arresting officers there, but so was the 
owner of the box truck. As far as the rules of graffiti are concerned putting work on a 
box truck is fine. They fall into the private property category. However, Soner had 
unknowingly violated the rule against involving citizens in beef and Ses was paying 
for it. It happened that the owner of the truck was named Todd and he felt personally 
threatened by the graffiti. He thought it as an indication that someone was looking for 
him to do him bodily harm. He took it so seriously that he moved out of that 
neighborhood. Ses describes the encounter by saying, “Dumb luck, his [truck 
owner’s] name is Todd and it’s not the dude Soner was beefing with either, it’s a law-
abiding citizen who told the judge that he was scared for his life and thought someone 
was trying to kill him” (The Infamous 8. p. 19).  
 Ses got out of the situation with just a fine and probation because he was still 
a juvenile when this occurred. But he still felt bad. When he was leaving the 
courthouse, he found himself in the elevator with Todd the truck’s owner; he 
                                                
5 A punch line is a few words written next to a tag or throw-up or piece that are funny 
or rhyme or are poignant or threatening or offer some explanation of the work done. 
They can provide some insight into what the writer was thinking or feeling when they 
put up they work they did. New York City writer Stay High 149 famously wrote “The 
Voice of the Ghetto” as a punch line, and Philadelphia writer Agua often wrote 
“You’re not tough, you’re a target” as a punch line.  
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apologized and explained the situation. He told Todd that it was never a threat against 
him, that it was meant to call out and intimidate a writer who lived in the 
neighborhood and that he was sorry for the fear and inconvenience the punch line had 
caused. The apology was a way to ease the fears of Todd the truck owner, but it was 
also an important act for Ses in the eyes of the graffiti community. He (and Soner and 
Kid) had involved an innocent, law-abiding civilian in their beef and to rectify the 
situation and realign himself with the graffiti rules the apology was a necessity. 
Certainly Ses could have not apologized and no one in the graffiti community would 
have been the wiser, but if the word got around that he had violated the rules by 
involving a citizen and then had to opportunity to correct and explain the situation 
and did not he could suffer reputation damage. Though it is also likely that his 
reputation as an indifferent vandal could increase, which could raise his infamy.  
Writers engage in this type of rule negotiation all the time. It happens most 
frequently when a writer wants to paint a spot but there are is no space left. A writer 
might take a picture of the spot before they paint it so that they can later show that the 
work was dissed or hacked to justify going over what was there for reasons that the 
graffiti community will accept. There are certain spaces though where no justification 
for painting them can be given. Memorial walls and tombstones comprise this 
category. These are spaces heavily imbued with sentiment and reverence for the dead 
and to paint them violates graffiti rules and standards of decency that citizens and the 
general populace of writers agree on. To write on these spaces is to affront both 
communities.  
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 Since Espo feels that he has sufficiently covered the differing values of space, 
those which can and cannot be written on and when, he moves on to another potential 
point of friction amongst graffiti writers, style. Style is a very important part of 
graffiti writing. Writers spend many, many hours honing their tags, getting their 
letters to look the way they want them to, learning other styles, figuring out how to 
make letters work together so they seem to interact and flow from one another, and 
developing color schemes that work well. Writers embed as much value into their 
personal style as they do into their actual name. This means that appropriating another 
writer’s style, that they created and developed and feel responsible for, can be 
considered disrespectful as well. Baby said just this when she explained to me why 
she had beef with writer GirlBat (GB). Baby said that GirlBat had stolen her B. 
According to Baby she had worked on and developed a specific and individual way of 
writing the letter B that she used in throw-ups and GirlBat had stolen it and copied it 
in her work. Baby felt that her work and idea had been stolen from her and this 
caused her to have beef with GirlBat. This concept is not one that is unique to graffiti. 
It is a claim to intellectual property. What is really being taken in situations like this 
is the amount of time and effort that went into the original design of the letter. And to 
use it without permission or without giving credit to where the design came from is 
an offense to the original creator. Writers can feel this type of style theft intensely and 
personally because not only did they have to learn the traditional local styles to be 
able to participate in the graffiti culture, but they also had to work to carve out their 
own little niche within it by innovating new letter forms and putting their work up in 
the streets.   
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 But Espo’s advice seems to be in direct contradiction to this, at least for 
writers just starting out. He instructs them to take whole letterforms, and connections 
and color schemes. His rationale is that this happens all the time in the graffiti world 
and is even a form of flattery. It shows those writers who have had their ideas stolen 
or copied that they had an influence on the next generation of writers. Certainly his 
point has some merit. A look back through the development of Philadelphia 
handstyles show just this, the incorporation of Tity’s T or Fox’s F or any of Notorious 
Bik’s letters, or even Agua’s G have all become somewhat standardized letterforms 
that a writer must know if they want to be taken seriously. But he is counseling more 
that just style theft. Taking another writer’s style is not the end goal. The goal is that 
in the taking and using of a specific style a writer will come to understand the 
important graphic design elements that make that letter connection, color scheme, or 
letter construction work. Style theft is a crash course in design and color theory. The 
point is that through taking these styles, learning them and incorporating them into 
their own style a writer will push the concept of style forward. And when they offer 
their new stylistic contributions out on the street they should be honored and 
validated that another writer liked their contribution enough to take it. Espo says 
“Graffiti is a language of the ignored. If you’re style is stolen someone heard you 
speak.” This is important because, while style theft can lead to beef, it is also one of 
the clearest signs that the writer who has their style stolen is an integrated, influential 
and respected member of the graffiti community. Imitation, after all, is the sincerest 
form of flattery.  
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 Next Espo addresses the legal concerns that face a writer. We have covered 
these, but allow us to briefly revisit a few points. Foremost is the point that graffiti is 
necessarily a public act. To be doing graffiti one must be doing it illegally within 
public view. The more public the view the more impact that the work will have and 
attention it will get. The downside of this is that some of the attention it gets will 
come from the police. Getting caught in the act of writing graffiti is the predominant 
way graffiti writers end up getting arrested, but that does not mean that the police do 
not dedicate effort to know any writer that makes a visual impact on the city. The 
vandal squad is the devoted arm of the police force that handles these types of cases 
and, while they might not always be able to prosecute prominent writers, they work to 
ensure that they know who they are. We saw this in the first chapter when the city 
began its “zero tolerance” program and sent letters to the homes of known graffiti 
writers asking them to pledge to stop in exchange for immunity from prosecution for 
their previous acts. Today the vandal squad is still aware of who prominent writers 
are.  
 Notorious Philadelphia writer Agua had allegedly stabbed someone and the 
police were looking for him to make an arrest. Zero and a friend of his were sitting on 
his stoop when an unmarked car pulled up and two detectives got out and approached 
them. The detectives said they knew Zero was a graffiti writer and they wanted to 
know if he knew the whereabouts of Agua. But at first the detectives used Agua’s 
birth name and Zero had no idea who they were talking about. When they repeated 
the question with Agua in place of his birth name Zero immediately knew whom they 
were talking about, but could not tell them anything. Not only did he not know where 
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Agua was, he was not about to rat on a fellow writer. Ratting on a writer, Espo says, 
will “doom you to a life of ridicule” and he means it. But he also warns that writing 
graffiti will get you attention, some of it from the police and even if they never arrest 
you they may know who you are.  
 Writers that give information to the police on another writer are outcasts 
within the graffiti community. Once a writer is dubbed a snitch there is little they can 
do to repair the reputation damage that comes from this kind of accusation. But 
because it is such a serious charge writers often require proof that it is true. This can 
come in a few forms, sometimes legitimate and sometimes completely circumstantial. 
Sometimes clear evidence is cited. Things like a writers name might be used in 
testimony during court proceedings when another writer is at trial. But more common 
is circumstantial evidence. This usually plays out with a writer getting arrested, and 
then later other writers that that writer knows get arrested or questioned by the police. 
Writers can sometimes take this to be an indication that the writer who was originally 
arrested snitched on his or her friends. 
 This sort of guilt-by-timeline often serves as a form of evidence. Because of 
this writers who have been arrested will often talk to their friends about what went 
down while they were in police custody to convince them that they did not snitch on 
anyone. But there is still a feeling of uneasiness around associating with a writer who 
has been recently arrested. A sort of paranoia exists around them, as other writers do 
not know if the writer who was arrested is still being watched of if he or she did in 
fact snitch on someone.  
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 I saw this uneasiness manifest in a few ways. After Nema had been arrested I 
was talking with Baby and she told me to get an app called “criminal pages” and one 
called “police scanner.” Criminal pages allows you to search public domain arrest 
records and police scanner lets you listen to a particular police radio band. Baby said 
that Nema would save the phone numbers of writers in his phone with their graffiti 
name and their birth name next to it. Baby was worried that since he was arrested that 
the police could have all of her information by virtue of Nema telling them or the 
police extracting it from his phone. She said she was using the criminal pages app to 
ensure that he was arrested and not simply taken in and let go, as that would serve as 
circumstantial evidence that he snitched on someone. Why else would they not have 
charged him when they caught him red handed, goes the logic. She was also using the 
police scanner app to listen to the police band to see if they mentioned her.   
 I saw this type of paranoia again when, after I had been arrested, I went to 
pick Baby up to paint and she told me to meet her at a friend’s house around the 
corner from her own. She was at the home of prominent Northeast Philadelphia writer 
Drama. It was raining heavily that night so we did not end up painting, but while we 
were waiting to see if the rain would die down we were sitting around Drama’s 
kitchen. Drama sells marijuana and he had recently acquired a G-pen and some wax. 
Wax is a smokable concentrated THC substance and a G-pen is a small electrical 
device resembling an electronic cigarette that one uses to smoke it. Drama, his 
girlfriend, Baby and a friend of Drama’s were sitting around his kitchen smoking and 
chatting and Drama’s girlfriend asked me how I knew Baby. I told her from writing 
for The Infamous and also from writing graffiti together. I then laughed a little and 
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said I had just gotten arrested for graffiti and quickly told the story of what happened. 
I found out later that this was not the best plan. All of us piled into Drama’s car 
because we had decided to go to a bar since the rain was preventing us from painting. 
On the way there Drama had to make a stop to drop some marijuana off to someone. 
When we stopped and Drama got out his girlfriend asked me a few probing questions 
about the arrest. What did the cops ask me? Who was I with? Did they confiscate 
anything? Since Baby was with me, and since those two have a long history, the 
questions were not accusatory but it was becoming clearer that having a recent arrest 
and being an unknown commodity made her and Drama uncomfortable.  
 Later when we got to the bar it was really crowded and Drama and his 
girlfriend went one direction to look for seats while Baby and I went another. We 
found seats and after a few minutes we saw Drama and his girlfriend crossing the 
street outside. We quickly left and caught up with them and Baby asked them what 
they were doing and they said they thought we had left too, but it was fairly obvious 
that they were abandoning us. After that we all rode back to Drama’s house. I got in 
my car, which I had left there, and went home. I talked to Baby the next day and she 
said that Drama did not like me because, as he said, someone who talks about getting 
arrested like that cannot be trusted. That is why they were going to abandon us and 
after that experience I learned to be a lot more careful whom I talked about my 
graffiti arrest to and how I talked about it. Having an arrest is no big deal in the 
graffiti world. Most writers get one if they have been doing it long enough. However, 
how one speaks about it and to whom can cast a shadow of suspicion on a person that 
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the police may have turned them into a snitch or that they are too careless to associate 
with.    
  The implications of being labeled a snitch are serious. Writers labeled as such 
can be kicked out of their crews, their graffiti writing friends may stop associating 
with them all together, they may be attacked verbally or even physically by other 
writers for being a snitch. Word spreads quickly throughout the graffiti community 
too. It passes through word of mouth, but because writers are a diffuse population that 
do not all know each other, the charge of being a snitch is often written over the work 
that the accused writer has up in the streets. This is the most serious and destructive 
thing that can be written over another writers work. Not only does it spoil their work 
in the ways previously described, but it also does reputation damage to them with the 
entire graffiti community. Once a person is labeled a snitch, rightfully or wrongly, 
they have little recourse to repairing their reputation.  
 If they are well known within the graffiti community and can prove that they 
are not a snitch they can spread the word that they were wrongly accused and 
hopefully reclaim their position and undo the reputation damage. This ability and 
community positioning is very rare though. Most writers met with this charge stop 
writing. It is simply not safe for them to do it any more. Other writers will target all of 
their work and they will have a difficult time finding people to go writing with. 
Writers who continue to write have to change their name and begin the work of 
building a respectable reputation anew. A writer’s final option is to keep their name, 
but restart their writing career in a new city. This is essentially beginning again, and 
the risk of their reputation as a snitch catching up with them is still a possibility. In 
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this sense Espo is very right when he warns that there is no parole from being labeled 
a snitch.  
 Espo’s final rule is about “ego trippin.” This rule is a reiteration of the ideas 
that ego, humility and work ethic are of paramount concern to a graffiti writer. His 
point is that writers write. To make a name for themselves a writer must actively be 
putting work on the streets. He reminds newly minted writers that there are plenty of 
writers who have been putting in work on the streets for years and that grasping at a 
reputation through braggadocio appears foolish to them. In Philadelphia today a good 
deal of writers have been writing for decades, not just years, and even more have 
started and quit but remained interested in the art and practice. To these individuals 
writers that burn brightly but shortly are not as impressive as writers who continually 
face the risks and challenges associated with writing graffiti and who get better and 
better as their careers progress.  
 Peter illustrated this point nicely while we were out taking pictures one 
afternoon. He told me that his favorite thing about graffiti is seeing a writer progress 
and get better over years without ever knowing or meeting them. He said that he 
loved finding writers’ early tags and watching how their style progressed and how 
they learned new techniques and just simply seeing them get better. He told me a 
story about a friend of his whom he started writing with in high school. The friend 
started out bad, but worked hard and quickly got good at writing. He said in the 
process of getting good his friend went out painting all the time and by the time he 
had gotten really good he was burned out on the graffiti life and quit. Peter said that 
any one can do that, and then added, “The point is to practice and get good slowly 
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and be around for a long time. Longevity, that’s what makes a good writer” (Field 
notes). 
 Nise echoed this sentiment when he said becoming a graffiti writer in 
Philadelphia was like joining a union. He said that a good writer starts out bad and 
studies styles, and, if they are lucky, finds a mentor and learns the rules and how to 
write from them. Then they start to get good and make a name for themselves. Nise 
says, “There’s kids that can really start doing great stuff in like two or three years 
practice. But they’re still a long way from being fully developed. For me it was more 
like ten years at least. I’d say from starting in like ’93, ‘94, that I didn’t feel really 
comfortable like being like, ‘that’s really good,’ until the early 2000’s” (Field notes).  
 What both Peter and Nise are saying is that talent is one thing to have as a 
writer, some are blessed with it and other works for it, but what really resonates with 
them as evidence that someone is a writer is their perseverance, dedication and work 
ethic. For writers it seems that the exact opposite of Neil Young’s classic advice is 
true. It is not better to burn out than to fade away. This final bit that Espo offers 
reminds that ego should be built upon one’s idea of one’s self and upon their 
reputation. If writers allow their “fathead” get the better of them they are at risk of 
burning out by becoming disinterested, as Peter’s friend did. They are also at risk of 
losing the respect of their writing elders by being perceived as having not put in 
sufficient work to be claiming the reputation they are. Any writer who has been 
paying attention for a long enough time will have seen or known a few writers who 
were flashes in the pan and know that only in very rare cases are writers like this 
respected. It is far more common for them to be forgotten.  
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 Espo concludes with the most important point about graffiti. It is free 
(especially if you steal or “rack” your supplies), fun, can impress people and can 
“chase away the inner city blues” (we will revisit this point again). He reminds us that 
if it is not fun, then it is being done wrong. This is important. The idea that a writer 
should write for personal enjoyment and fulfillment is one that is often forgotten or 
overlooked by writers and academics alike. Espo wants to remind writers why they 
likely first got into it, because it was a fun, rebellious thing to do with their friends. It 
is easy for a writer to forget these motivations as they get more and more involved in 
the culture and it’s petty beefs. But Espo wants them to consider why they are still 
doing it and if at least one of the reasons is not “for fun” then maybe they should 
consider hanging up the cans and retiring.  
 While the list provided here is a more exhaustive one than Powers (1999) 
provides it should certainly not be thought of as a complete list of rules or even as 
rules that all graffiti writers will necessarily adhere to. The graffiti world is a complex 
one with complicated social relationships effecting how these rules are thought of and 
adhered to. Further, by their very nature graffiti writers are disinclined to follow sets 
of rules that are imposed upon them. As such some writers, while they are aware of 
the rules, ignore them entirely, others may only abide by the ones that they agree with 
or find convenient. Still others may try to follow the rules but shift their adherence 
given the circumstances they find themselves in, while others may try to be devoted 
to them entirely. What is important to remember is that, just as the graffiti world is a 
living, evolving, nuanced one, so too are the rules that govern it. They are always 
necessarily incomplete because they are retroactively handling situations that have 
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arisen. They are not absolute rules, but rather guidelines for acceptable social 
behavior within the graffiti world. The thing that is true about any rules attempting to 
govern complicated and changing social relations though is that they eventually must 
stop. (Carroll, 1895) The graffiti world is no different and any time these rules are 
called upon there is a casuistic negotiation about whether or not they were actually 
violated and how serious that violation was.  
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Interlude 
 
Kick it Wicked. 
 
 In an era when graffiti has gone global areas that are able to hang on to their 
specific styles and traditions that differentiate them from the rest of the global graffiti 
community are a rarity. New York City still claims (though dubiously) the Broadway 
elegant handstyle as it’s original contribution to graffiti. Brazil, specifically Sao 
Paulo, has a graffiti style unique to it called pixação. But Philadelphia graffiti writers 
will tell you that there is no more original, important, esoteric or Philadelphia-specific 
graffiti style than Philly wickeds. While we have discussed wickeds throughout this 
text, these next few pages will be dedicated to a more complete understanding of how 
writers think about wickeds, what wickeds mean to Philadelphia’s writers and why 
writers do them, considering they are often so complex and disguised that no one but 
the explicitly initiated can interpret them.  
 Let us start by describing what a wicked is. This is no easy task. There is very 
little written on the subject. Graffiti writers are reluctant to define them and when 
they do offer definitions they can be vague, evasive or so metaphorical that they 
provide only broad definition at best. “Wickeds are like electric whipped barbed wire 
streaks” according to the repository of internet graffiti knowledge graffiti.org 
(Youthward, 2015). Zero describes them saying, “Wicked are strange, man. They’re 
the closest thing we have to modern day calligraphy. Philly’s the only place doing 
it… The point of a wicked is to lose the letter, to keep part of its structure but to lose 
each letter in there so it looks dope at the end but only those who know how to read 
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them can read them. Sometimes you have to look at a wicked like you’re looking at a 
burner. Just appreciating them for the art and style instead of trying to just read them” 
(Field notes). This is a particularly good interpretation of them. It offers insight into 
both how they are produced and how writers think of them. Writers think of them as 
modern calligraphy, which is an art where artists take the idea and structure of letters 
and elaborate on them to make the letters visually interesting, and occasionally 
rendering them illegible. This is exactly what writers are doing, except they are doing 
it without any formal training, in the folk art tradition.  
 The idea of graffiti as a type of American folk art is an important one. This is 
one of the ways Nise describes graffiti and thinking of it this way also allows us to 
understand the development of style as the passage of individual stylistic folk 
traditions between practitioners. Describing Philadelphia’s early stylistic transitions 
Nise says, “Graffiti was happening in New York and other places as it was happening 
here, but we had our unique style and, the end of the gangs made it sort of not a gang 
thing anymore. So all these elements kind of cross, you know, through the ‘70’s and 
into the 80’s to make it this thing where it’s just like a craft, or folk art. But the 
majority of the way people write in Philadelphia, no one’s going to read it unless 
you’re inducted into the tradition of the craft. And that’s a weird thing” (Field notes).  
 Nise and Zero give us a good way of orienting our thinking about wickeds. 
They are a form of modern calligraphy that is meant to express the idea of the letter, 
but also the writer’s understanding of the semi-structured wicked letterforms that are 
passed from writer to writer and evolve from generation to generation. But Nise tells 
us that wickeds are a weird thing. Many people who think about graffiti understand 
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writers’ primary motivation as achieving fame. Nise reminds us that wickeds are 
difficult to impossible to read for those who have not been inducted into 
understanding them. He says, “It’s like you’re committing this risk to your fame. You 
have your name, but you’re also disguising it and layering it with so many levels of 
craftsmanship that no one can read it. My mom wouldn’t know a Kimba wicked like 
from, you know, I don’t know, anyone else from Kimba’s time. Like Cline, or Spike, 
a hard spike hand would look just like Kimba to her” (Field notes).  
 Both the craftsmanship and illegibility are important aspects of the wicked. 
Wickeds are “carefully constructed to appear that way, and are in no way haphazard 
or chaotic in their structure as they may appear to the uninitiated. The closest analogy 
is that a wicked is comparable to a “wildstyle” piece, in the sense that any real graffiti 
writer can tell the difference between a real wildstyle piece that is the culmination of 
years of foundational work in simple letters, and mastering all the elemental steps of 
making a piece more and more complex in a balanced and stylish way, rather than a 
piece that is simply confusing and unreadable to hide the lack of foundational work 
(The Infamous 3).” It is those years of practice, knowledge and work as they are 
manifested in a writer’s wicked that inform his or her skill and historical cultural 
knowledge to the rest of the graffiti community. But exhibiting this skill and 
knowledge are what Nise refers to as the risk. Making one’s name so disguised would 
seem like a pointless thing to do for individuals who seek fame. It makes it largely 
undecipherable and thus cannot contribute to one’s reputation, status and fame. This 
is true to a degree; it will not contribute to one’s reputation outside of the graffiti 
community. However, it is one of the most powerful things a graffiti writer can do to 
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establish and legitimate themselves with the graffiti community in Philadelphia. 
Being able to produce a good-looking wicked grants a writer a form of subcultural 
capital (Throton, 1995) that confers on them the status of authentic Philadelphia 
graffiti writer in the eyes of the rest of the graffiti community.  
 It is an unspoken rule in Philadelphia that any real writer from here will be 
able to produce and read a wicked. But being able to do this tells more about a writer 
than that they have practiced and studied wickeds. Nise has said that any real Philly 
graffiti writer can spot a fake or a forced wicked from a mile away. This is because 
merely learning to reproduce the wicked letterforms is not enough to make one a true 
wicked writer. There is something about the way the letters flow together and the way 
the whole finished work is produced that allows writers in the know to infer the 
motions made while producing the wicked and confer legitimacy onto it. Writers will 
say a good wicked has “that whip.” They mean that it is structured well and that the 
letters flow from one to another. Some writers will tell you that when doing a wicked 
the paint never stops coming out of the can or the pen never leaves the paper while 
doing one. Other will allow for some stoppages, but either way “that whip” is about 
the motion of the writer that is exhibited through the finished work of the wicked. It is 
something writers discuss when they evaluate wickeds. “Look at how he had to drop 
down while making that E” or “look at those flairs at the tops of all the letters. He had 
to tilt the can up but keep his hand right in the middle” or things similar to this are 
typical parts of any conversation about a wicked.  
 Nise is right though, that wickeds can be a risk to fame. But many writers do 
something to compensate for this. When they put up a wicked they will also put up a 
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simpler tag so that the general public can read it and infer that the much more 
complex tag is their wicked. I saw this when Peter and I were walking around 
northwest Philadelphia taking pictures. We saw a boarded up house with a wicked on 
it I could not read, but near it were about four straight letter Cat tags. I kept looking at 
it and eventually asked Peter what it said. He told me it says “Cat,” but he also said 
not to worry about it because it took him a really long time to learn how to read 
wickeds. He walked over to it and kind of traced the letters with his finger so I can 
see them and see the motions Cat would have gone through to put it up as he said, 
“see, it’s like C-A-T, but they’re all whipped and intertwined” (Field notes). I can 
make it out once he shows it to me, but he then said, “you gotta look for the other 
clues too. Like look at all these Cat tags around here. That’s a good sign that this is a 
Cat wicked” (Field notes). This is incredibly good advice. Very often the legible tags 
around a more complex and difficult to decipher one can inform what the complex tag 
says. This is because writers want to show off their ability to do wickeds to access the 
subcultural capital they provide, but also because they know that sometimes even 
other writers will not always be able to read them. To help ensure that they are 
understood as the creator of the wicked writers will often provide the audience with 
additional clues to help them decipher it.  
 Having an audience be able to decipher the wicked one produced is important 
to their fame, but wickeds are about more than just the accumulation of fame. That is 
what Nise is alluding to when he says any real Philly writer can spot a fake or a 
forced wicked a mile away. Ones that are “fake or forced” are ones that have been 
learned improperly, and Philly writers know the only real way to learn a wicked is to 
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learn them from someone who knows how to write them. True wickeds in 
Philadelphia are evidence of an intergenerational mentorship program among graffiti 
writers and also serve as evidence for a respect for the local graffiti cultural history. 
Philadelphia graffiti legend Liquid told me that he can look at a wicked and not only 
read them quickly (a skill in and of itself) but also tell what neighborhood the writer 
learned to do them in and even who taught them how to do them. Certain 
neighborhoods and individuals have all done different variations on wickeds and 
created their own style of doing them, which they treat as a possession and pass down 
to other writers who they deem them fit to carry on the tradition. Those writers then 
learn it and alter and modify it a bit to make it their own. A writer who can read 
wickeds and really knows Philadelphia graffiti history can look at a wicked and 
reverse engineer the writers who had stylistic influence on the wicked they are 
looking at.  
 Mentorship, learning the specific rules, styles and traditions, is important in all 
graffiti communities, but it takes on an even larger role in Philadelphia. Zero says he 
learned his wicked from EZE, Baby says she learned hers from Razz, Peter says he 
got his from Dasar. Any writer in Philadelphia who can do a wicked (or is still 
learning them) will be able to tell you who they learned them from. This is important 
because in every other graffiti community styles are generally learned by studying the 
graffiti on the walls and practicing until one gets good at replicating them. Of course, 
mentorships exist in all other graffiti communities, styles are generally learned from 
fellow writers and those who influenced them, but in Philadelphia these mentorships 
have a special quality. Philadelphia has style so specific to it that the way one 
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produces it serves as an indication of that writer’s network and can show how deeply 
imbedded into the local graffiti culture they are. Nise tells us that Philadelphia graffiti 
is a “unique thing to, it’s almost like a union and something that’s really a 
misunderstood art form” (Field notes). He goes on to say wickeds “developed in this 
really beautiful way where it’s almost like a calligraphy or a classical music sort of 
like a layered, beautiful symphony of style that doesn’t matter to anybody except for 
the inducted and a handful of other people who are looking in like, “wow this is more 
than what it is.” Nise continues, talking about what it’s like to be a Philadelphia 
graffiti writer generally, “and there’s no bar to entry. I mean rich, poor, white, black, 
Spanish, you know, it’s very leveling and once you get inducted it’s expected that you 
not only will go out, but you’re expected to be able to walk in every neighborhood at 
any time of night and deal socially with people of all different races, colors, classes. 
And it becomes much like a union where like, you know, it’s a brotherhood and that 
brotherhood then has self-reinforcing principles” (Field notes).  
 Nise’s explanation that graffiti writers enter into a brotherhood or a union is 
an apt one. Writers join by learning the craft and by having their skill with that craft 
recognized by the existing community members. Putting their work up in the streets is 
both the work of the union and the way one pays dues to it. But within the Philly 
graffiti union wickeds are still a special thing. A well executed wicked is an 
indication to the rest of the union members that that writer is a member for life. 
Wickeds shows that the writer is interested in Philadelphia graffiti and it’s history, 
has taken the time and effort to seek out a graffiti mentor, has spent time learning the 
craft from his or her elders, has dedicated many hours of their own time to practicing 
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their handstyles, and understands that in a city that values handstyles above other 
forms of graffiti wickeds are the epitome of the form. Nothing says Philadelphia 
graffiti more than a wicked and the way a writer writes it tells those properly inducted 
into understanding wickeds a lot about the writer who did it. Enem, a wicked master, 
sums up the wicked perfectly, “the wicket [wicked], this is the wild style of tagging 
but don't think just ‘cause it’s wild that its not based on a specific technique of 
tagging. It’s a tradition that we all possess. A wicket unique for your name requires a 
lot of studying and practice, not to mention you need acquaintance from those who 
truly know this form of tagging… Philly writers study these styles, build on them and 
the try to perfect them. Other cites don't put as much respect in tagging. Plus we just 
fly as fuck!!!” (The Infamous, 9).  
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Chapter 4: The Graffiti Self and the Reimagined City 
 
“People think they live in a kind of neutral public space. What they don’t 
realize is that what is neutral to them may actually be excluding a lot of people.”  
-Bomb It 
Making Space for Making Selves 
When I was arrested the officer who had cuffed me asked me if writing my 
name on things “made me feel like a big man.” He, of course, meant this as a derisive 
rhetorical question, but it made me think. Seeing my name written on places does not 
exactly make me feel like a “big man,” whatever that means, but it does make me feel 
something. When I see a tag I did up I get sense of agentive deviant pride. It feels 
good to have been able to successfully violate the law and the prescribed structural 
aesthetic in a minor way. The knowledge that I am able to subvert both the law and 
the visual order of a space in a way that specifically calls attention to my name, and 
thus my constructed graffiti identity, feels good. Writing graffiti and seeing it up 
provides a feeling of agency and also acts as a psychological barrier against urban 
anomie and ennui, or what Powers (1999) refers to as the “inner-city blues.” It makes 
one feel connected to a community of writers and allows one to believe that, for a 
moment, they shrugged at the chains of urban structural oppression. Certainly, part of 
the motivating factors for why someone writes graffiti is to have the ability to disrupt 
and to feel the sense of agency associated with that, but there are many other reasons 
writers write.  
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It is very often said that graffiti writers are primarily motivated by fame 
(Lachmann 1988; Castleman 1984; Ferrell 1996; Snyder 2009). But they are also 
motivated to write graffiti for other individual and internal reasons. Hasley and 
Young (2006) document the importance of friendship. Castleman’s authoritative 
work, Getting Up: Subway Graffiti in New York (1984), details the importance of 
self-expression and mentorship. Schacter (2008) describes how important artisanship 
can be to writers, and Macdonald (2001) clearly shows that graffiti writers write as an 
act of rebellion. Still others have shown how central the claiming of space, (Ley and 
Cybriwsky 1974) the desire to have fun and feel a “rush,”(Monto, Machalek and 
Anderson 2012) and the demand to have their voice heard in a system that offers 
them little opportunity for this (Waldner and Dobratz 2013) are to the subjective 
identity of graffiti writers.6 While writers have many, sometimes divergent, reasons 
for what they do there are a few unifying threads that run through them. Fame, 
empowerment, artistic expression and catharsis are motivations that are present in all 
writers. Graffiti serves as a way for writers to create and maintain themselves through 
their remaking of the spaces that they interact with. Or as Allen Irving put it, “From a 
social constructionist angle it [graffiti] illustrates how identity formations are highly 
relational. Graffiti are not objects to be despised and removed from human history but 
are the result of human praxis, of making” (Irving, 2011). 
This is what the graffiti writer Lady was alluding to when she told me, “I 
think people go into graf because they got problems and they want people to 
                                                
• 6 Some of this section has been published in Mitman,T. (2014). Advertised 
Defiance: How New York City Graffiti went from “Getting Up” to “Getting Over”. 
In Lovata T. and Olton E. Understanding Graffiti. Left Coast Press. (In Press) 
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recognize them.” She says that she really made her name for herself when she was 
going through some rough personal issues. She would go out and write to process her 
feelings, feel a sense of control over what she was doing and to feel agentive power 
against the structures of the city. For her graffiti was a form of praxis (Arendt, 1998). 
She used her conceptualization of graffiti as an activity that built her reputation, 
lashed out against authority in general, and empowered her to reduce her stress and 
anxiety and empower herself. Baby, too, has told me that she uses graffiti as a stress 
reliever and form of empowerment.  
One night Baby called me and said she needed to go painting. When I met up 
with her she says that she heard a somewhat convoluted whisper-down-the-alley story 
that Bum said to Nema something to the effect of “Baby? She ain’t down no more, 
she’s out of LAW1.” (Field notes) Baby was really upset after telling this story. She 
was hurt and felt disrespected, offended, and deceived that all of this supposedly went 
down behind her back. She screamed in the car and cried a little as we drove to the 
spot where we were going to paint. When she calmed down she apologized and 
thanked me for letting her “get that out.” She also said that Razz put her down with 
LAW1, and since he founded it, as far as she was concerned no one could throw her 
out. She said she is going to write LAW1 for as long as she is writing.  
When we parked and started walking a route to paint Baby went out of her 
way to write “Baby LAW1” in almost all her tags. In the past she was never this 
assertive with her LAW1 crew letters. She was making a statement that she still 
existed as a writer and as a member of LAW1 and that if they wanted her out they 
were going to have to tell her to her face of do something to throw her out. She was 
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reinforcing her reputation as a crewmember, which is why she was so conspicuously 
making herself a member of LAW1. But she was also using graffiti to help her 
process her feelings about the perceived slight. To outsiders who just come upon 
these tags Baby was just exhibiting and affirming her membership in that graffiti 
crew, but being there that night I can attest to the fact that what she was doing was 
confronting and negotiating the emotional issues that having a foundational part of 
her graffiti and personal reputation and identity challenged and slandered caused her 
to feel. Going out and writing that night helped her purge herself of the anger and 
offense she was feeling by literally spraying it onto the walls.  
For her, and many other writers, graffiti is a form of self-prescribed art 
therapy. It is rebellious, agentive, creative and destructive all at once. Kasso extoled 
these merits when he told me “tagging is about destruction, but piecing, that’s about 
making art.” He was saying that graffiti offers writers a form of subjective identity 
construction that allows them to see what they do as occurring along a spectrum of 
aggressive, cathartic destruction to visual disruption to the creation of truly beautiful, 
free spontaneous public art. What is more is that because of how writers see what 
they do they are able to occupy a single position or multiple simultaneous positions 
on this spectrum. In Philadelphia especially a well-executed tag can be thought of by 
writers as both a way to mar and improve the space on which it occurs.  
Perhaps no graffiti writer more embodies the idea of graffiti as subjective 
identity construction, creative destruction and catharsis as New York City writer 
FUCKIN REVS. FUCKIN REVS’ story is unique. He started writing in New York 
City in the early 1980s and followed the traditional graffiti routes. He wrote 
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REVLON at the time. He got good at producing graffiti in a lot of different styles, got 
good at piecing, and had a dedicated graffiti work ethic. But he was a depressed 
teenager and at one point he climbed the Brooklyn Bridge with the intention of 
jumping off. At the top he looked out into the distance and something stopped him. 
When he climbed back down two important things had changed for him. He was no 
longer REVLON, now he was FUCKIN REVS and he was no longer interested in 
producing graffiti that outsiders could appreciate or even that other writers liked. 
FUCKIN REVS had decided to make the city walls his personal journal where he 
could literally write the story of himself.  
Up until that point he and his writing partner Cost had done a lot of work on 
the streets of New York City. They painted everywhere and even popularized the 
wheatpasting of handbills with their names printed on them (a sort of post-modern 
approach to graffiti itself). They did so much work that Cost got arrested and it 
became unsafe for FUCKIN REVS to write above ground. He metaphorically 
climbed down that bridge and straight underground. He went into the subway tunnels 
and claimed that he felt a peaceful, dangerous calm down there. (Reiss, 2007) He 
reimagined his entire graffiti self and purpose. He started rolling huge sections of the 
subway tunnel walls white and then literally writing his journal entries on them. The 
city was where he publicly expressed his private history and thoughts to prove to it 
(and possibly himself) that he existed and was a feeling, thinking, acting being.  
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Figure 9 FUCKIN REVS "piece" where he describes roofs he has fallen through and a friend who died from         
an overdose on heroin. Image taken from 
http://gallery.kathabuzz.com/?title=FUCKIN%20%3Cb%3EREVS%3C/b%3E%20%7C%20Page%2040%20
-%2012ozProphet%20Forum&img=://24.med 
FUCKIN REVS is something of an extreme example of a writer using graffiti 
to build and process their subjective identity, experience catharsis and engage in the 
public expression of their self. But the reasons he writes are the reasons many writers 
write. They are the reasons Lady described when she spoke about how she got into 
graffiti, and they are they are the reasons that Baby said she needed to go paint after 
her idea of herself as a member of LAW1 was attacked, to be known, to actively 
engage in the idea of themselves through the production of stylized graffiti and to feel 
connected to a community of writers. Stuart Ewen wrote, “We can not, in evaluating 
the patterns of individual style, disregard the fact that over the past century, an 
ongoing lament has been that of aloneness, isolation, invisibility, and insignificance; a 
desperate thirst for recognition, often expressed as a desire for fame. A great deal of 
modern literature speaks eloquently of a crisis of the spirit; a condition of anomie and 
diminished meaning. Amid the democratic puffery of the modern age, the self grows 
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dimmer.” (1999, p79) Perhaps it is no coincidence than that as urban areas began to 
deindustrialize, and urban youth saw fewer opportunities for their futures, and 
suburbanization isolated inner cities that graffiti emerged. Writers want to be seen 
and known and have the self they construct for public consumption burn as brightly 
as they can get away with.  
Graffiti offers the ability to express oneself to anyone willing to take it. It 
gives voice to the voiceless without making them ask anyone for permission. It allows 
anyone a shot at fame, but also allows writers to build an identity for themselves 
through their graffiti and reimagine themselves in the process. It allows them to feel a 
sense of belonging to the graffiti community at large simply by going out and writing 
their name on things. Philadelphia graffiti legend Enem nicely summed up how many 
writers think about graffiti when he said, “Real bombers from my city don’t just tag 
for destruction, they tag to give other writers an exhibition of skills. Some are 
amazing. To see a fresh route is to see evidence of freedom of thought and voice” 
(The Infamous 9). Enem is articulating the idea that graffiti is about the construction 
and presentation of a free self. But free in two ways. Free from the psychological 
possession of the hegemonic control that the dominant social forces impose on how 
spaces should look. And free to build a subjective identity and express themselves 
through the markings they produce. If as Deleuze and Guattari (2004) state, “society 
is not first of all a milieu for exchange where the essential would be to circulate or to 
cause to circulate, but rather a socious of inscriptions where the essential is to mark 
and be marked” (p.142), then writers are marked by the social world in which they 
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exist as all members of it are, but they also mark that social world and disrupt and 
shift how it appears and is thought of.   
 
Create, Destroy, Create, Destroy… 
In this way graffiti offers a counter-hegemonic way of understanding the self 
and the social world in which one exists. The public display of graffiti allows those 
who see it a reinforced understanding of the hegemonic order by knowing that while 
the graffiti is there it should not be there. But it also, by virtue of it being there, 
illustrates that the order is not all-domineering and can be violated. It both helps 
expose the hegemonic order and offers a way to disrupt it and reconceptualize the 
social world. The lingering presence of graffiti allows it to interact with the 
hegemonic in a way that makes it a part of the public landscape and discourse until it 
is buffed away.  
There is a wall on Osage avenue between 45th and 46th streets in West 
Philadelphia that has been a particularly popular spot for writers to catch quick tags. 
It is the side of an apartment building that has an alley that runs right next to it, so it 
provides a nice “canvas” and many potential escape routes if necessary. The spot has 
been routinely tagged and buffed and after one buffing of it in the beginning of this 
summer someone wrote a meta-commentary about graffiti and the buff process on it. 
It simply said, “vandalism…LOL.”  To me, this was particularly brilliant. Whoever 
wrote it seemed to do so as a commentary about what those who continually want the 
graffiti buffed away think of graffiti, and in so doing he or she created graffiti that 
would aggravate the property owners and cause them to buff it away. But they were 
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doing more than that. They were also offering a reductive interpretation of graffiti as 
understood by writers and property owners. As understood by the property owners’ 
graffiti is just vandalism and the “LOL” represents disrespectful graffiti writers 
laughing at their violation of the space and at the property owners. Writers, on the 
other hand, would interpret this as a reductive assessment of what they do. 
“Vandalism…LOL” just indicates that writers commit acts of vandalism and get 
enjoyment out of doing them.  
This is one of graffiti’s potent, but often-unacknowledged powers, its capacity 
to reveal, and thus make apparent, the prevailing hegemony of spaces. As Williams’ 
(1977) stated, “The most interesting and difficult part of any cultural analysis, in 
complex societies, is that which seeks to grasp the hegemonic in its active and 
formative but also its transformational process. Works of art, by their substantial and 
general character, are often especially important as sources of this complex 
evidence.” (113-114) I am not intimating that graffiti is inherently art; rather I am 
saying one of its functions in a complex modern social milieu is to expose the 
dominant power’s imposed order by violating it. Graffiti can highlight how the 
understood social order functions differently in different spaces through how that 
graffiti is responded to. How quickly graffiti gets buffed, what (if any) graffiti is 
allowed to remain and where it is allowed to remain provides the informed observer 
with information about how those in the dominant social positions conceive of and 
value those spaces. Since those in the dominant social positions have made very clear 
their opposition to graffiti as a practice and a form where it is and is not allowed to 
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exist, and the ways in which it can exist where it does, exposes the value that the 
dominant class considers those spaces to have.  
Graffiti additionally does something else to the social spaces in which it 
exists. It manufactures a type of carnival within the spaces where it occurs. Bakhtin’s 
(1984) notion of carnival asserts that it is a type of play and revelry and celebration 
that throws off the rigid order of space and society and intentionally leaves it 
disordered and farcical and unsettled. In the carnivalesque, as Bakhtin refers to 
situations imbued with the concept of carnival, everything is rendered ever changing. 
Social hierarchies are removed, and the profane is celebrated. Play, profanity, the 
physical body, debasement, and individuality are all privileged, while traditional 
divisions between class and caste are shunned. Identities are hidden, masks are worn, 
the jester becomes the king and vice versa, and bourgeois egos are abandoned. The 
point of the carnivalesque is to delight in equality and to acknowledge that positive 
social change requires certain forms of destruction that allow space for certain forms 
of rebuilding and renewal. In short, carnival revels in the utopian ideal that through 
active engagement with the lived experience society can subvert its man-made 
structural barriers that separate people from one another and achieve a higher, more 
unified and free form of human existence.  
Certainly graffiti writers are active agents of carnival. They adopt new names 
and identities, much like the masks Bakhtin says are integral to carnival. They openly 
mock official laws and dictums about how to behave and how spaces should appear. 
They subvert power temporarily through acts of will. What they do is very often 
based in fun and playfulness, and they help to produce open, dynamic spaces through 
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the way their work reveals hegemony and through how it, and it being buffed off, 
changes the visual character of spaces.   
But it is not just the writers that are participating in carnival. What they do 
invites all those who see it to join in. If we think of graffiti as a form of social critique 
and a form of social play, as I have previously argued, then we are able to view it in a 
new light, one where graffiti can cause observers to question why spaces are used as 
they are.  The spontaneous encounters people have with graffiti can elicit emotional 
reactions in them. While the quality of those emotions may differ (some may feel 
anger at seeing graffiti, some joy, some shock, some amusement or inspiration, some 
revulsion) the fact that it is the graffiti that they have seen that evoked the response 
shows the carnivalesque power of it.  
Bakhtin says that, “carnival is a pageant without footlights and without 
divisions into performers and spectators. In carnival everyone is an active participant, 
everyone communes in the carnival act. Carnival is not contemplated and, strictly 
speaking, it is not even performed; its participants live in it, they live by its laws as 
long as those laws are in effect; that is they live a carnivalesque life. Because 
carnivalistic life is life drawn out of its usual rut, it is to some extent ‘life turned 
inside out,’ ‘the reverse side of the world” (1984, p. 122). Graffiti, then, creates a type 
of perpetual urban carnival. It is a phenomenon that all urban dwellers must live with 
and among. And it can knock both people and spaces out of their usual ruts. Even if 
they absolutely hate graffiti they then interact with it as grotesque occurrence, which 
is just as important to the concept as playfulness is.  
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Graffiti, much like the experience of carnival, is disruptive and can be 
disturbing or shocking. And while that may be the point of some of the graffiti that 
gets produced, it has a deeper purpose. It becomes a “sustained protest against the 
monolithic misrule of officialdom throwing down the gauntlet to canonical orders of 
truth, established hegemonies, and oppressive structures of power” (Irving, 2011). It 
begs recognition, celebrates the unincorporated individual self, and tries to create 
dialogue about how spaces can and could be used and how they should look. 
Philosophically it is equally and concurrently creative and destructive.  
Graffiti’s Shiva-esque ability to be both creative and destructive has been how 
it’s supporters and detractors have been debating the merits of graffiti for years. But 
when conceived of through the lens of Carnival the argument from either side 
becomes both equally valid and 
equally pointless. Thought of this 
way graffiti’s importance is that it 
is creative destruction. It “destroys” 
hegemonies by exposing them, 
allowing those who can now see the 
hegemony to rebuild their mentality 
of it. So too does it “destroy” the 
spaces on which it occurs by creating something new onto them.  
This is not just academic pontificating either, graffiti writers are keenly aware 
of this. So much so that it finds its way into their work. There is a Philadelphia 
graffiti crew with prolific and talented members like Mecro and Distorto who use the 
Figure 10 "Create Destroy" by Mecro. Retrieved from: 
http://picbi.com/photo/941525544318715232_452446200 
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crew letters CDC, which stands for Creative Destructive Crew. It is clearly a 
conscious part of their graffiti mentality and is occasionally the exclusive focus of 
their work.  This dualistic understanding of, and approach to interacting with, a public 
space is pervasive amongst graffiti writers. As said before, writers can construct what 
they are doing as both improving and damaging the spaces they are doing it on. But 
they are also aware that the battle against the buff that they are engaged in with the 
city literally creates the renewal of spaces for writers to renew in their own way.  
In about 2005, long before this particular project got under way, I was talking 
with a graffiti writing friend of mine who wrote Eikos. He was very excitedly telling 
me a story about how the city he was from in New Jersey had recently buffed clean a 
bridge that he and friends of his had painted. I asked him if he was mad that what he 
had painted had been buffed away and he told me that he was not. He said that the 
buff is a constant and expected element of writing graffiti and to get mad at it is really 
just a waste of your own time. Further, that the city buffing the bridge clean allowed 
the process of repainting and recreating it to begin again. He said that the bridge had 
gotten crowded with work and that meant if someone wanted to paint it they would 
have to go over someone else, which meant a lot of people did not paint it once it was 
covered. He thought it being buffed clean would not only attract new graffiti writing 
talent to the space, but also bring back writers who had previously been on it to do 
something new and hopefully better.  
Additional, he said that the freshly buffed bridge allowed the cat-and-mouse 
game that graffiti writers play with the police to restart as well. The logic being that 
since the space had been freshly buffed it would be better surveilled than before and 
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as such more difficult paint. Eikos said that writing graffiti in these higher risk spaces 
was fun because it was a rush and it felt like you were “getting over” on the city by 
doing it. He meant that getting away with writing graffiti on a space that you knew 
the authorities were paying attention to was sure to infuriate them, and that that was 
part of the enjoyment he got out of the act. Also that getting away with the act of 
writing graffiti on these spaces was more impressive to the graffiti community, so 
they would pay more attention to, and give higher regard to the work done in these 
spaces.  
What Eikos was alluding to was that graffiti writers are in a battle with the 
city to visually recreate its landscape. But 
through that battle the complex and 
“unfinalizable” idea of carnival gets 
created. Spaces are made, unmade or 
remade, then unmade or remade again and 
again and again. Through this process the 
visual landscape of the city is always 
engaged in a process of becoming, but 
more than that there is an active dialogue 
between those with the capital and 
authority to decide what certain spaces 
look like and those who simply have the will and paint or ink to alter them.   
 
 
Figure 11 Snod "Wake up! Rebel. Destroy. 
Rebuild." Sticker 
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Neo-liberalism? 
The mentality of most graffiti writers is not simply one of chaotic agents of 
carnival though. Writing graffiti makes writers learn a set of artistic skills, causes 
them to learn how to carefully and stealthily move through spaces to apply their work 
to those spaces, and to actively self-promote. Much of what they learn doing graffiti 
causes them to be adept neo-liberal agents (Gershon, 2011). Graffiti writers are self-
trained artist and marketers. It is no surprise that many of them also use their talents 
to pursue more “legitimate” forms of capital gain. Many writers take a direct path into 
an attempt at the gallery art world. They paint canvases and try to sell them at art 
shows or concerts or wherever they think they will have the opportunity to. Moon did 
just this. He painted numerous canvases, some with his graffiti name, but others were 
a more direct effort to appeal to the 
local market. He used his talents to 
paint a series of canvases that depicted 
the Philadelphia sports teams’ logos. He 
thought that these would sell easily in a 
market like Philadelphia. Lady too 
painted canvases in an effort to sell 
them. So did Mad, and Trew, and Liquid. It is a very common practice for writers to 
do this in an attempt to make some extra money.  
But some writers use their skills to enter into larger business endeavors. Baby 
started a clothing line where she painted “Baby” baby onesies. She designed a few 
different “Baby” logos and had some onesies screen-printed with the designs. The 
Figure 12 Baby LAW1 Hello Kitty Throw-up 
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one she is most proud of is one that says “Baby” in a way that makes the name look 
like the traditional Hello Kitty logo. She said it took her a long time to come up with 
the design and make the letters work properly with it. Also, by engaging in this form 
of detournement, the logo would be recognizable to people who did not know who 
she was but knew of Hello Kitty. As of the writing of this she is in the process of 
getting more onesies printed and is setting up a website for sales and distribution. 
What she is doing is very entrepreneurial and it grew out of her experiences with 
graffiti writing.  
Canvas painting and logo design are not the only skillsets to come out of 
participation in the graffiti culture. After years of writing graffiti and taking pictures 
of it Peter found he had a knack for the photography side of things. He started 
bringing his camera with him on all his graffiti missions and took artistic pictures of 
the graffiti-covered spaces that he would go to. From their he moved to just taking 
pictures of the urban spaces that he encountered. He became quite a good 
photographer and exhibited his work in a show at a local bar. From that exposure he 
was able to get a job working as a photographer’s assistant at a local commercial 
photography studio.  
But there is no way to talk about Philadelphia and graffiti and neo-liberal 
agency without talking about Espo. Steve “Espo” Powers was a long time graffiti 
writer-turned muralist who in 2010 finished the Love Letter Project that covered 50 
West Philadelphia rooftop walls with murals that depict positive messages. The 
project is seemingly universally loved by Philadelphians; even its graffiti writers, who 
have a complex and often negative relationship with the Philadelphia Mural Arts 
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Program that funded it, largely claim to love it (though there is some unenthusiastic 
feedback from the graffiti community about the project. Nise laments that with the 
completion of the project it is unlikely that graffiti writers will ever again get to paint 
those prominent walls that are visible from most of the EL trains running west.). The 
project caused some graffiti writers to believe that their graffiti work could be 
parlayed into a legitimate career if they just worked hard enough at it and got enough 
publicity.  
This is the very mentality that caused Caze to begin writing graffiti at the age 
of thirty-nine. One night in the summer of 2014, as he and I were driving back to 
West Philadelphia after dropping off the other writers we were painting with that 
night Caze told me he’s only been doing graffiti for two years. He is 41 now and says 
he got started writing after his third divorce. He tells me that he is doing graffiti as a 
way to self promote. Espo’s story is well known in the graffiti community and Caze 
says he’s using graffiti to get his name out in the streets the way Espo did to try and 
promote a more legitimate art career. He would like to do something like what Espo 
did and is working to copy his career arc, though at the time he was still just in the 
tagging stages. Tagging is very important in Philadelphia and he is working to prove 
and legitimate himself with the graffiti community as a first step toward legitimating 
himself with the art community, which he hopes will bring about some career 
opportunities.  
Kasso too had this mentality about turning his illegal graffiti into legitimate 
murals or artwork. He was even working toward that end with the Mural Arts Project 
when he became disillusioned with the lack of opportunities he felt the Mural Arts 
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Program offered individuals from a graffiti background. The Love Letters project 
may stand in stark contradiction to Kasso’s understanding of how the Mural Arts 
Program treats graffiti writers, or it could be that Espo’s work at that time had placed 
him firmly outside of the graffiti world (at the time be was producing gallery art 
pieces and hand painted signs), enough so that the Mural Arts Program felt 
comfortable working with him.  
Whatever reasons the Mural Arts Program had, them working with Espo and 
the city giving him permission and payment for painting fifty rooftops sent a message 
to the graffiti community that graffiti, under the proper conditions, could provide a 
viable career path. The graffiti community has long been aware that the skills learned 
while writing graffiti could be utilized in other, more legal and profitable fields, but 
Espo’s success has made some graffiti writers believe that graffiti can provide a clear 
and direct line to legal, paid mural painting.  
The idea that graffiti could turn into a career is not a new one, but it has 
always been implied that the success would require the writer to leave the walls and 
enter the art galleries (or occasionally paint their work on walls for corporate 
interests), but Philadelphia’s dedication to mural arts and the idea of itself as the city 
with the most murals in the world has evoked an impression within some in the 
graffiti community that they could learn a competent muralist skillset and build a 
reputation through graffiti illegally and, with little to no transition, begin to paint for 
the Mural Arts Program and get paid to do so. The likelihood of this occurring is 
improbable, but with every success of a graffiti writer as a featured Mural Arts 
Program artist the idea becomes more and more engrained.  
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Espo is not the only example of this. If he were local writers adhering to this 
belief could be considered to be holding onto a pipedream. But in 2013 the Mural 
Arts Program hired Spanish graffiti brothers How and Nosm to paint a massive mural 
at 13th st. and Drury. They also hired German artist Katharina Grosse to paint a 
project called “Psychylustro” that directly interacted with spaces along the Amtrak 
Northeast corridor that graffiti writers had been painting for years. To complete the 
project she had to paint over much of the work writers had produced over the years. 
Shepard “Giant” Fairey was also hired to paint a large lotus diamond along Frankford 
Avenue. The point here is that writers see the Mural Arts Program hiring former 
graffiti writers and using the spaces that they have been using, making it seem like the 
only thing preventing them from being employed by the Mural Arts Program is the 
program not offering them the opportunity. While writers may find this frustrating, it 
furthers their idea of neoliberal agency that they construct through their graffiti by 
causing them to think that their skills and work are commercially sustainable if they 
can just access the opportunity to capitalize on them.  
Certainly the idea that graffiti could transition into a type of career is not an 
unrealistic thing to think. As stated before many writers are beginning to attempt 
careers that utilize their skills. Others are actively using them in how they earn their 
living. Mecro runs a successful sign painting business. Local graffiti legend Curve 
works for Espo on his projects. Many writers end up in graphic design. But while 
writing graffiti can lead to a neoliberal identity many writers’ interactions with the 
dominant culture over time have caused them to believe that their graffiti writing self 
could only be a detriment to their employment. Many writers keep this part of 
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themselves or their history hidden lest is color potential employers against them. 
While graffiti can lead to the neoliberal idea that a writer’s graffiti identity can 
become a professional identity as well, it requires that that writer understand what 
they are doing as a positive, artistically productive practice, more beautiful than 
destructive. This can be psychologically difficult for writers because of the internal 
cultural idea that the most authentic writers are those who resist incorporation at 
every step and who maintain their graffiti legitimacy by producing unpaid illegal 
works.  
Often writers who see themselves primarily as “bombers” (writers out to put 
up tags and create fame through being seen in a lot of places) do not conceive of their 
being any potential to translate what they do as a graffiti writer into any form of 
commercial success. This means there is a split in the graffiti community, some who 
see themselves as illegally producing work as a way to hone their skills, express 
themselves and possibly take the first steps towards an artistically inclined career and 
those who see their graffiti as a form of self-aggrandizing reputation building and a 
form of lashing out against a city and a culture that they believe has and is keeping 
them down in some way. Of course, these two mentalities are endpoints on a 
spectrum and writers whose skills improve or whose idea of what they are doing 
shifts can move in either direction along it.  
 
The Gendered Writer 
There is a stereotype that graffiti is almost exclusively a male practice, that 
there are very few female graffiti writers, and the ones there are exist as anomalies 
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within the culture. This view is utterly uninformed and as such I will only address it 
minimally. Of course there are female graffiti writers. There have been since graffiti’s 
infancy and there will be as long as graffiti is practiced. Many female writers were 
writing back in the days of Cornbread and Cool Earl, though most went 
unacknowledged. But Barbra 62 and Eva 62 from New York City made big enough 
names for themselves that they could not be ignored. They built a reputation that 
extended out of New York City up and down the east coast that they cultivated their 
reputations on driving trips to Florida. Today there are many female graffiti writers 
practicing all aspects of graffiti writing.  
While the idea that there are few female graffiti writers is apocryphal, there is 
a pervasive idea that graffiti writing is a masculine practice and that the females that 
do practice it must engage with the idea that they are made more masculine by doing 
it. Further, that to be a legitimate graffiti writer they must compete within the graffiti 
world in a masculine and aggressive way. These ideas, while still problematic, can be 
given more credence. They certainly have been given veracity in the graffiti literature. 
Macdonald’s The Graffiti Subculture (2001) is about how graffiti is inherently a 
masculine practice as is the 2012 article “Boys Doing Art: The Construction of 
Outlaw Masculinity in a Portland, Oregon Graffiti Crew” (2012). Castleman (1984) 
too constructs graffiti as a masculine, male dominated practice, as do Ley and 
Cybriwsky (1974). It seems that even among academics graffiti as a male, masculine 
activity is a prevalent idea.  
This is, of course, an essentialist view. It believes that certain ways of being or 
forms of behavior are masculine and others are feminine and, regardless of biological 
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sex, performing them moves the individual who preforms an act that fits into one of 
those categories more firmly into being socially understood as a masculine or 
feminine version of themselves. Macdonald exemplifies this mentality when she 
states, “The female writers task is a difficult one. Male writers work to prove they are 
‘men’, but female writers must work to prove that they are not ‘women’…they must 
replace all signs of femininity (incapability) with signs of masculinity (capability)”  
(2001, 130).  
What Macdonald is telling us here is that the for any graffiti writer to be 
successfully integrated into the culture they must learn the rules of graffiti and 
perform the role of a graffiti artist in the proper way. The proper way is a type of 
presentation of self that matches the ideas the collective graffiti community has about 
writers, but more importantly it is producing acts of graffiti in the correct places and 
in acceptable styles. While these are the two general criteria on which all writers are 
judged and evaluated female writers feel these judgments in more intense ways.  
Baby described the complicated path toward reputation building that female 
writers have to navigate one day while we had lunch. She said, “if you’re trying to get 
rep, it doesn’t really matter who you’re writing with, but if you are proving that 
people who have a very reputable name in the scene are taking you out, then 
obviously they see something in you, and they know that they want to see you evolve 
and get better or get that rep up.” She says this is true for all writers, but when the 
community finds out a writer is female there are certain connotations that the female 
writer then has to contend with. “The majority of the sport is all male.” Baby says, 
“So when someone finds out that the writer is a female, they want to find out more, 
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they want to take them out. Either they want to hook up with them, or they do 
genuinely, you know, want to see them get up and, and evolve. Like when I first went 
out writing, I went out with Oz and he taught me the rules of how to route and the 
way that you would get recognized and respected within the city.” (Field notes)  
Baby’s point here is a salient one, that while graffiti writers operate under a 
unified system of performance evaluation, female writers do not leave their 
sexualized physical being behind in the same way that male writers may. Female 
writers are always female writers, where male writers are simply writers who can 
leave there gender unascribed or unacknowledged because the idea that a writer is 
male is the default construction of who a writer is. This places female writers in an 
interesting predicament. They must make a conscious decision whether or not to 
enact their gender through their graffiti. And they must prove themselves as a writer. 
Macdonald would have us believe that a female writer proving herself as a writer 
causes her to lose or abandon part of her femininity. While I agree with Macdonald 
on the idea that a writer of any gender becomes regarded as a writer by the graffiti 
community by proving their capability and losing what is seen as their ineptitude, I, 
however, do not agree that that process causes female writers to also lose the idea of 
themselves as female or feminine or the ability to be respected community members 
and still exhibit their femininity.    
The first step in becoming a graffiti writer is choosing a name. When doing 
this female writers have to make a choice as to whether they will enact their gender 
through their name. Those that chose to do so have to deal with the issues of 
establishing themselves as writers who also happen to be female immediately, while 
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those who do not stave off the issue until the graffiti community at large becomes 
aware of, and makes, their gender an issue. Philadelphia has many female graffiti 
writers some of whom exhibit their gender through their graffiti name (Baby, Madam, 
Lady, Girlbat to name a few) and other who do not (Sicks, F Word, Texas for 
example). The issue that female writers all have to deal with (in addition to the issue 
all writers encounter which is are they good at producing the locally valuable graffiti 
styles) is whether or not they do their own work. Not actually going out and accepting 
the risk of writing graffiti is a serious charge against any writer, but it is one that is 
consistently lobbed at female writers. Baby experienced this as she was establishing 
herself and says, “Philadelphia wants to see you do tags, do handstyles, practice that, 
go to the wall yourself.  Know that someone’s not writing the name for you, know 
that you’re not just going out there because of your boyfriend or something.” (Field 
notes) 
The charge of not writing your own graffiti is a more nuanced accusation 
when it is hurled at a female writer. Male writers who are met with this charge are 
really being accused of being afraid to accept the risk of writing graffiti and taking 
credit for work that someone else (Most likely writing friends) did. Female writers are 
accused of the same thing, but with the added implication that some male, usually 
their boyfriend or other sexual interest is writing their name for them. Not only are 
they not accepting the risk associated with writing, but also they are trying to acquire 
cheap fame by having someone else put them up. The reason this is disrespectable is 
what Baby is alluding to when she says, “know that you’re not just going out there 
because of your boyfriend or something.”  It is that the female writer is not actually 
 178 
interested in an authentic graffiti lifestyle. Rather she is interested in the attention she 
gets from having her name up and from her boyfriend, or brother or cousin or some 
other male who is a graffiti writer. The implication here is that female writers do not 
write for the love of writing, they write graffiti to spend more time with or impress 
their more legitimate graffiti writing male counterparts. This is a hurdle that female 
writers very often encounter if their writing partner is in fact their boyfriend. But it is 
also one they run into if their writing partner is male or even if they write with many 
different writers who happen to be male, or even if they go out alone.  
The stigma is that female writers write to get the attention of guys, specifically 
male writers who they want to have relationships with. This is easy to charge female 
writer with because it is at least partially correct. Of course female writers want to get 
attention from male writers for their work, but that is because they, like all writers, 
want attention from everyone for their work. They want to be respected for the work 
they have done, the spots they got or the routes they have walked just as any writer 
would. But the idea that female writers write to get the attention of men is a pervasive 
one that female writers have to contend with and overcome to have their graffiti 
selves and careers taken seriously.  
Baby, lady and Madam have all told me that female writers have to work 
much harder than their male counterparts to get the same degree of respect within the 
graffiti community. When I asked Baby how writing graffiti is different for female 
she told me about her early graffiti days when she was working on establishing her 
reputation as a female within the Philadelphia graffiti community. She says, “For me, 
I had to go out for a really really long time and push too, on a weekly basis, make 
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sure that I was hitting different neighborhoods all the time and let them know, ‘hey 
I’m here, don’t forget about me. Remember, I’m still gonna be doing this, remember 
I’m not gonna be leaving the scene and this isn’t the last that you’ve seen of me.’ 
Anytime anyone doubts me it’s the fuel to my fire, makes me want to go out and get 
more, and paint more and get heaven spots, live spots, in-the-cut spots that make 
people go like, ‘oh my god I can’t believe I just saw that.’ And you know surprise 
people, ‘Oh I wonder how she did that?  Can you believe she got up there?’ 
Especially for the writers that do know me.” (Field notes)  
Baby worked hard to cultivate the graffiti work ethic that separates the causal 
writer from the dedicated writer. She put in a lot of work to build her reputation. She 
feels that she worked harder for her reputation than a male graffiti writer would have 
had to work for his. One of the reasons this happens is because the early work of 
female writers can often go ignored until they prove that they are not writing to 
impress their boyfriends or other males, but that they are dedicated to the graffiti, 
both as a lifestyle and aestheticly. Female writers have a more difficult time 
cultivating what the community thinks of as an “authentic” graffiti identity and must 
stick with the practice with little to no recognition or encouragement longer than a 
male writer would have to to legitimate themselves in the eyes of the rest of the 
community. When I asked Baby about how she dealt with the slow process of 
recognition she said, “this [graffiti] is something that I really love. This is the art form 
that I really feel close to. No one else can really take that away from me.  Like 
regardless of what people say about you, if you know you’ve put the work in, then it 
doesn’t go away.” (Field notes)  
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But there was more to Baby cultivating her reputation than just having to 
work harder than her male counterparts. She was also offered advice that no male 
graffiti writer would get. She says, “Oz [graffiti writer] is one of those people that 
lives, breathes and eats graf and you know, he told me if you’re trying to get a 
reputation in this town and you really want to be respected, it’s like, don’t sleep 
around in the scene, go out and do your own thing.” (Field notes) No matter how 
good her graffiti was or how much work she was putting up in the streets she was 
warned that her sexualized female self would never be very far away from her graffiti 
self in the minds of other writers and the best way to keep them separate was to not 
have sex with other graffiti writers. This can be very difficult for some writers though 
because the process of gaining entry into the graffiti community also means that a 
great deal of your social network becomes other writers. For female writers that 
means they often encounter male writers who would like to have sex with them, all 
while their other social avenues of meeting partners are limited. But, as Baby noted, it 
is important to keep sex and graffiti separate. Not because of the potential beefs that 
could occur, or the jealousy that might happen, but because the stigmatization of not 
being a “real” graffiti writer, or a girl who just writes to get attention from guys, is 
never far off.  
How a female writer acts with other writers and the name that she may choose 
are not the only ways she is evaluated. The way she writers her name is a major factor 
that gets considered. The idea is that the letter styles and colors that get chosen can 
inform something about gender and the perception of “aggressiveness.” The way the 
letters are shaped (usually with sharper edges, when it comes to wickeds gender is 
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much more difficult to read, but sharper, taller letters with more motion in them are 
considered more masculine) and the colors that are chosen for them are sometimes 
read as gendered. This is not at all a scientific process though, nor is an evaluation 
usually made from seeing only one thing a writer has painted. The idea of the writer 
as a specific gender or with a more or less aggressive stance is constructed by 
assessing as much of their graffiti as a person can. A female writer may enact her 
gender or femininity by painting with pastel colors and adding hearts to her work or 
with other colors or images culturally associated with the female. She could also be 
thought of as tough and aggressive if her work is seen in up in neighborhoods 
considered tough. Or a female writer could not enact her gender by writing “like a 
writer,” which is to say in the style associated with the common male writer. The 
point here is that gender is a difficult and complex issue for female writers. It is both 
ascribed to them by their sex and by how other writers perceive them and it is 
performative, based on how much they enact the tropes or what have become 
culturally stereotypical iconography of the feminine in their work (I am aware that 
this could be seen as essentializing certain symbols as male or female). Some writers 
(like Karma) choose to engage with their gender only in the ascribed way, through 
how other writers see and treat them because they are female. These writers rarely 
have gendered iconography appear in their work. Other writers (like Baby and Lady) 
chose to exhibit their gender in their work as well through a feminized name and 
occasionally with feminized iconography.  
The way gender is constructed and preformed is important because graffiti is 
so often seen as a boys’ club with a big “no girls allowed” sign posted on the front 
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door. But it also thinks of itself as a meritocratic culture where anyone, from any 
background and any gender can become a star within it exclusively through the work 
they do. Because it is thought of, and conceives of itself, in these contradictory ways 
the culture as a whole is willing to acknowledge that female writers have an increased 
number of hurdles to jump over when it comes to being recognized as a legitimate 
member of the graffiti community and succeeding within it. But the community at 
large also seems to immediately forget that and as such they have a good deal of 
cognitive dissonance around this issue. Female writers are just writers who are not 
working as hard as the male writers the thinking within the community goes, they do 
not want to accept as much risk or go into the same rough areas or neighborhoods. 
That is why they are less likely to succeed is the mentality that is often presented by 
male writers. The interesting thing about this mentality is that it is a huge barrier to 
entry and success for female writers, but also is a self-fulfilling prophecy that 
reinforces the idea of female writers as inferior and less audacious. What is more is 
that the idea of the graffiti community as an egalitarian meritocratic culture is a myth 
when it comes to the female participants of that culture. The culture as a whole is 
very much reproducing the unequal relationships between men and women that have 
traditionally divided the sexes and that play such a large role in the imbalanced 
opportunities women are offered or experience in the commercial working world. If 
graffiti is thought of as a form of self-representation, then women in it are having 
their voices diminished and if it is thought of as a form of neoliberal agency, than 
graffiti’s females are encountering the same types of discrimination and unfair access 
to advancement that women experience in any other form of business.  
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Resist, Remake, Repeat 
 Graffiti has always thought of itself as defiant. But what is important to 
remember about defiance is that in defying any concept, idea or system another is 
embraced. Initially writers reject and resist the imposed systems of visual order and 
suppression of individual expression that life in the urban environment imposes on 
those who live within it. Writers have a strong idea of what they do as defying these 
concepts and as such of themselves living a freer and more conscious and interactive 
urban existence. They often cite the rules of graffiti as evidence that they understand 
how public space works from a capitalistic and political perspective, stating that what 
they do and how they decide what are acceptable places to do it serves as evidence of 
this understanding. They think of graffiti as providing a counter-narrative, and 
serving as a counter-hegemonic form of self-expression that says both, “I exist” and 
“You do not want our graffiti here? Well, we do not want your wall, or building, or 
advertisement here and no one asked for our opinion when they were being put up.”  
 It is this psychological approach to understanding themselves and the city that 
they exist in that writers adopt or exhibit through the process of writing. The creation 
of a graffiti name is a reimagining of the subjective self. It allows them to construct 
an agentive self that has the power to alter spaces by marking them, and thus writing 
their identity onto them, as they pass through them. But, of course, this is not 
happening independently. The hegemonic discourses of the city also write themselves 
onto the writer. In fact, that is how they know that what they are doing is defiant, 
because what they do defies concepts of how to behave socially and who has the right 
 184 
to display themselves to the public. This is why many people become writers, to 
offend dominant sensibilities and to exhibit themselves as creative rebels.  
 Through this process of becoming writers enter into a dialogue with the city 
that is both visual and discursive. Their visual and discursive dialogues are 
intertwined and this is why I argue they are agents of the carnivalesque. The graffiti 
they produce can be visually shocking, or beautiful, or offensive, or grotesque or any 
combination thereof, but it’s goal is always to build the reputation of the writer and to 
be recognized. The process of recognition is a process of disruption. Graffiti gets seen 
because it occurs where it is not supposed to be, and that being where it should not is 
what makes it stand out but also what makes it beg for recognition.  
 That being where it should not is also one of the ways that graffiti engages in 
the remaking of spaces and enters into a dialogue with the city. Writers paint spaces 
and when the city, or those spaces owners’, buffs them clean a discourse about what 
those spaces should look like and what forms of representation are and are not 
acceptable is occurring. It is through this process that the idea that all spaces are to 
some degree unstable and unfinalizable is revealed. This revelatory capacity of 
graffiti is one of the reasons why those in authoritative positions criminalize it, but it 
is also graffiti’s (often unrecognized) democratic contribution to urban life.  
 But while writers conceive of themselves as individuals who differentiate 
themselves from the constraints of the dominant hegemony of society, much of it is 
inscribed onto them. We can see this is the creation of neo-liberal selves and through 
how gender relations are handled among writers.  
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 At least in the western world the mentality of capitalism is an all-
encompassing one that interpolates everyone into it (Elliot, 1994). It even causes 
graffiti writers, whose definition of “pure” graffiti conceives of it outside of a 
capitalist system and requires writers to produce illegal, unpaid work at great personal 
risk to themselves, to work to use the skills they have acquired from graffiti writing to 
produce forms of personal commercial success. This process can cause writers to 
have to reevaluate their identities in terms of what it means to be an “authentic” 
graffiti writer. It can also cause them to adopt multiple conceptions of self, where one 
conception is their graffiti self and another is their commercial self. The idea that a 
true writer is unincorporable that is prevalent among writers can cause writers to 
undertake a complex and difficult reimagining of their identities when it comes to 
constructing themselves as neo-liberal agents.  
 Finally, while writers embrace the idea of themselves as a counterculture, 
when it comes to gender relations within graffiti much of the same inequality, sexism 
and misogyny that is present within dominant culture is replicated within the 
counterculture. Female writers are faced with a heteronormative construction of what 
a graffiti writer is and as such are more critically evaluated and must work harder to 
legitimate themselves and achieve commensurate reputations with their male 
counterparts.  
 The argument being presented here (amongst others) is that graffiti writers 
enter into a complex social and psychological world where who they are, how they 
think about what it means to be a graffiti writer, how they think about public space 
and how they interact with the dominant ideologies that control public space all form 
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them as a writer. While there are unifying rules and structural beliefs among graffiti 
writers understanding and interpreting them is very much an individual subjective 
process. Writers become writers by internalizing what they believe it means to be a 
writer. But what it means to be a writer is a complicated idea that is marked by what 
it means to be a citizen and what it means to be someone who intentionally disrupts 
social space visually and conceptually.  
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Conclusion 
 
And So It Was Written 
The effort that this work has undertaken has been to both demystify and 
complicate the practice of graffiti and its practitioners. It has tried to show that while 
graffiti had its beginnings linked to urban gangs, as it grew it became a culture onto 
itself with its own rules and practices. Specifically, this work has tried to present a 
more accurate history of graffiti’s development in Philadelphia. It has also worked to 
dispel the idea that graffiti writers are inherent criminals (the fact that their acts are 
very often intrinsically criminal notwithstanding) and show that despite the roots of 
graffiti being tied to gang culture graffiti itself offered early writers an alternative to 
the danger and violence that gang membership brought. Further, as it became more 
firmly established as a culture it offered its participants the opportunity to reimagine 
themselves and remake their identity through how they chose to publicly display 
themselves through their graffiti. Graffiti has also led those who do it to more actively 
explore and interact with their city in a much more intimate way than the average 
citizen, and it brings individuals from varied neighborhoods, backgrounds, races and 
socioeconomic standings together through shared common practice. This allows an 
intermingling of ideas, cultural understandings, and styles.  
 As these styles emerged and evolved some distinctly Philadelphian styles 
were developed, with varying degrees of importance being placed onto different 
styles, wickeds being the most important. As the importance of style became more 
engrained into the idea of being a writer so too did the importance of knowing the 
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local graffiti history. Being aware of whose contributions helped develop what styles 
became a way of legitimating one’s self to the established members of the graffiti 
community. But it also allowed writers to know who was important both currently 
and historically in the scene and whom they could and could not paint over. It also 
allowed writers to begin to conceive of the city as a type of canvas for expression and 
to see the spaces of the city in a way that allows it to be seen as a collection of spaces 
that have more or less value as a place for graffiti in regards to the production of 
reputation.  
 But while this was happening the Philadelphia city government began to react 
to the culture of graffiti that was emerging. As graffiti became more prevalent within 
the city, the city’s official reaction became increasingly harsh. Initially graffiti was 
publicly discussed as a type of frivolous juvenile vandalism. However, as the rhetoric 
of graffiti writers as a destructive, socially deleterious force began to be the way 
much of the media described it. The aggressiveness of the police’s response to it also 
became more intense as did the general public’s opinion of it. The city passed laws to 
prohibit the sale of spray paint and markers to minors, criminalized the possession of 
these items as tools of criminal mischief if a suspected graffiti writer were to be 
caught with them and increased the penalties for being caught writing graffiti. These 
policing and legal changes were often justified by the “broken windows” theory, 
which the city used to frame graffiti not just as vandalism, but also as a form of visual 
and psychological terrorism inflicted on the city’s citizenry. This framing tacitly 
furthered the idea that clean, blank walls were how the city should look. I have 
extended this idea to show how it has been used to promote purchased ads on 
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corporate spaces as not only the way the city should look, but also the way that the 
citizens of the city wanted it to look.  
 Writers, as a group, reacted to the increasingly aggressive policing and shift in 
rhetoric by embracing the city’s designation of them as vandals and rebels who were 
attacking the city with what they were doing. Writers were now able to attack the city 
and its officials by writing graffiti, which allowed them to occupy a countercultural 
space that was criminal and rebellious and artistic and creative and destructive at the 
same time. This presentation of the graffiti community, and the graffiti writing 
community’s embracing of it, made graffiti attractive to people who wanted unbridled 
access to free visual expression, but also to people who simply wanted to advertise 
their defiance of the city’s authority and to participate in a street tradition that is 
revered by a certain portion of the population. As graffiti aged and grew and as it 
interacted more and more with the city’s dialogue about what it was it moved from 
being a scattered practice participated in by urban youth to a real counterculture that 
possessed history and traditions and that offered its practitioners the opportunity the 
become street famous, which has tied to it the ability to access different forms of 
subcultural capital.  
 Additionally this text has worked to show ethnographically what the 
experience of writing is like for graffiti writers. It has elucidated how they think about 
and interact with space. Further, it has shown how graffiti can be a political act by 
calling attention to spaces that the city has allowed to become derelict. Graffiti on 
spaces like abandoned homes can serve as a protest against an injustice visited upon 
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the invested members of that neighborhood who work to maintain a sense of 
community within it.  
 The text also described how graffiti writers construct what are and are not 
acceptable places to put graffiti. It points out that writers view space through a quasi-
Marxian lens that separates it into private and personal spaces, where private spaces 
are always acceptable spaces for graffiti and personal spaces are almost never. It also 
pointed out that through its interaction with private spaces graffiti takes on an 
inherently political component. It serves as a “tactic” (de Certeau, 1984) that reveals 
the dominant hegemony within a space by violating it. Graffiti being seen as a 
violation of the “proper” way a space should appear allows viewers to understand that 
the presence of graffiti is a violation, which makes them acknowledge what their 
perception of the appropriate order of a space should be, and occasionally whose 
interests that order serves.  
 This allows us to understand writers as individuals who claim a voice and 
demand recognition in an urban setting that is increasingly dominated by corporate 
and commercial interests, defining how space should appear. Writers then, sometimes 
consciously but mostly unconsciously, offer a reimaging and a return to liminality to 
those spaces. This reimagining is, of course, paradoxical to the authoritative and 
corporate interests within the city. Those interests than use the presence of graffiti to 
further other and disenfranchise writers through legal channels and through the 
media, which gets employed to convince the public to espouse their negative 
interpretation of graffiti as well.  
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 Next, this work explained the internal rules that organize and govern those 
who participate in Philadelphia’s graffiti community. It described how everything 
from choosing a name to developing the proper style and work ethic to creating and 
maintaining a presence with other graffiti writers all play into how a writer cultivates 
subcultural capital within the community. Further, it explained through informant’s 
stories and ethnographic accounts how issues, or “beefs,” between writers can occur 
and how they can be handled, navigated, avoided and settled. It also examined how 
writers writing in the wrong places (often houses of worship) can infuriate the public 
and do a disservice to the graffiti community as a whole. Additionally, it showed how 
writers can see writers who are arrested or even just detained by police, and the 
damage that this kind of incident can have to a writers’ trustworthiness and credibility 
with other writers.  
 It then went on to explain the importance of style, and how the preponderance 
of a writer’s reputation is built upon it. It explained that a writer’s ability to publicly 
display themselves in the styles that are valued increases that writer’s standing within 
the community. Specifically it described the importance of wickeds within the 
Philadelphia graffiti community. Wickeds are a quintessentially Philadelphian graffiti 
style, a kind of graffiti terrior, and as such any writer who wants to be truly 
considered a Philadelphia graffiti writer must learn how to do wicked tags. Wickeds 
though are a style that Philadelphia writers revere as much as they protect. Not just 
any writer will be taught them. Writers who want to learn them have to find a mentor 
willing to teach them and be dedicated to learning them, as getting down the 
technique will take hours upon hours of practice.  
 192 
 Writers who are skilled wicked producers will not teach just anyone, not 
simply because they see those writers as lacking the skill, or drive, or the audacity to 
do them justice. Wickeds are steeped in the stylistic traditions and history of 
Philadelphia graffiti. A writer has to prove that they are knowledgeable of the local 
graffiti history and respectful of the culture before someone will even consider 
teaching them the proper way to do wickeds. However, if a writer is taught how to do 
a wicked or can show the graffiti community that they can do them by putting them 
up then they are likely to become a acknowledged member of the Philadelphia graffiti 
community. What this illustrates is the community’s idea that the only barriers to 
entry into the graffiti community are the willingness to work on one’s style to get 
good (or at least competent) and the willingness to go out and get up illegally. In this 
way Philadelphia graffiti writers think of themselves as a very egalitarian community.  
 Penultimately, this work examined the internal motivations for why 
individuals write graffiti. It found, as past works have, that writers are motivated by 
friendship, fame, self-expression, space claiming, rebelliousness and the “rush” of 
violating the law and normative order of a space. However, this work additionally 
found that writers write to feel empowered, as an act of catharsis and self-prescribed 
art therapy, and as an effort to shake off urban ennui and anomie. It also pointed out 
that the way in which writers interact with public space causes them to create a 
carinivalesque (Bahktin, 1984) environment within the urban landscape. Through 
their acts of creative destruction writers create a counter-hegemony that revels the 
dominant hegemony and engages with it in a range of ways, from the playful to the 
grotesque, to disrupt it and snap the citizenry out of it, even if it is only momentarily.   
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It further showed how writers’ often construct a neo-liberal identity around 
their graffiti identity that they use to try and transition the skillset that they have 
acquired through writing graffiti into a commercially legitimate way of making 
money. Examples were provided that revealed the varying degrees of success that 
writers were having in making that transition. But also, that as more and more graffiti 
writers are were attaining commercial success that the idea that doing illegal graffiti 
could be a road to success was becoming more pervasive among Philadelphia graffiti 
writers.  
Finally, this work examined the complicated nature of gender in the graffiti 
scene. It showed that there is a prevalent, though false, idea that males are the primary 
practitioners of graffiti. It pointed out that there are many female graffiti writers and 
that they engage with the graffiti community in a more difficult and more complex 
way than most of their male counterparts. Females must prove that their interest in 
graffiti is legitimate in a way that male writers never have to. They must overcome 
the idea that they are writing only to impress or spend time with male romantic 
interests. To overcome this notion female writers have to work harder to build their 
reputations by putting up more work in the streets and consistently going out into 
different neighborhoods until they are recognized as legitimate graffiti writers by 
group members who can confer that status, and who adhere to the heteronormative 
orthodoxy that pervades the conceptualization of what makes a graffiti writer. This 
thinking also requires that female writers must exhibit an aggressive attitude and 
avoid romantic entanglements with other graffiti writers while they are establishing 
themselves. What we see by this is that the graffiti community, which imagines itself 
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as an egalitarian community where all participants are evaluated primarily by the 
work they put up in the streets, actually reproduces many of the hurdles and barriers 
to entry for females that the rest of society also places before them. For female graffiti 
writers’ gender is never a concept that they can forget. It is always a structuring 
element in how other (mostly male) writers evaluate them and a thing they must 
consider when producing their lives as graffiti writing females.  
What this project has tried to do is to understand graffiti in as complex a way 
as possible. It sought to comprehend it from the perspective of the citizen and the city 
official, but primarily it has worked to show how writers think of themselves, what 
they do, why they do it and how they understand what it means to be a graffiti writer. 
Hopefully, the motivations and reasons that writers do the things they do have been 
made clearer. But it is also hoped that this provided a more sophisticated and 
complicated way of thinking about what graffiti writers do and how they thinks about 
themselves, as individuals making art, as political activists, as agents of carnival and 
as revelers of hegemony. It also strove to offer a different way to think about public 
space, how it should look and who should have the right to decide what is and is not 
present within it.  
Ultimately this has been an effort to humanize graffiti writers and to show that 
what they do is not merely or only destructive or juvenile, rather that is does add 
something important to the urban experience and it is a very conscious and deliberate 
act on the part of its practitioners. Additionally, that while writers engage in the 
practice for some universal reasons like fame, most write graffiti for personal reasons 
that help them process and negotiate what it means for them to be part of urban city 
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life. And conclusively, through their acts of graffiti those writers help to reveal how 
power is unequally distributed though society in regards to public space and work to 
disrupt the complacent acceptance that most citizens have for what appears in their 
public spaces and who gets to make that decision.   
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